Written evidence by Social Mobility Commission (ECA0132)

Education Committee
Every Child Achieving and Thriving’ White Paper

Dear Helen,

Thank you and members of the Education Select Committees for inviting me to give evidence at the September evidence session of the committee’s inquiry into Government’s ‘Every Child Achieving and Thriving’ white paper.

I’d like to provide you with an overview, in writing, of some of the key evidence produced by the Social Mobility Commission (SMC) on some of the issues highlighted in the white paper.

Please do get in touch should you or the Committee members have any further questions in relation to this or the SMC’s broader work on social mobility.


Yours, 
[image: ]
Alun Francis OBE 
Chair, Social Mobility Commission



The Social Mobility Commission (SMC)

The SMC is the UK’s only legal, independent body for social mobility, with specific responsibilities to promote, research, and report on social mobility. 

As part of our statutory functions, we work with local and central government, Parliament, and cross-sector organisations in the UK to create and promote conditions that lead to upward social mobility for the most disadvantaged in society. We also analyse data and commission new research to explore gaps in knowledge on a range of areas, to make informed evidence-based recommendations on how to improve social mobility. We publish the most comprehensive annual analysis of social mobility in our annual State of the Nation report, which is laid in Parliament. The report explores geographical trends and drivers (or barriers) highlighted by our bespoke Social Mobility Index.

In the last 2 years we have published 14 reports which, taken together, establish the foundation for our policy recommendations and a forthcoming place-based social mobility action plan. To inform and test our findings, we have engaged with stakeholders across a range of sectors including  those on the front-line and with lived experience, parliamentarians and leaders from across the political parties, and leaders in the regions of England, and the Devolved Administrations of Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland. Our latest recommendations for promoting a place-based approach to social mobility are set out in our complementary reports ‘Innovation, investment and inclusion: a framework for regional renewal’ [footnoteRef:2] and ‘Regional Insights: Creating fairer chances across the regions’[footnoteRef:3]  [2:  Social Mobility Commission, ‘Innovation, investment and inclusion: a framework for regional renewal’(2025)
]  [3:  Social Mobility Commission, ‘Regional Insights: Creating Fairer Chances across the regions’  (2025)] 


Our latest statutory report, ‘State of the Nation 2025: The evolving story of social mobility in the UK’[footnoteRef:4], identifies key trends and issues in social mobility across the UK. Our findings reveal clear patterns of socio-economic outcomes and trends over time, foremost of which is the strong linkage between where you live and opportunity for social mobility, in regions across the UK.
 [4:  Social Mobility Commission, State of the Nation (2025): https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/69316dce4bedc0e762304080/11745_Social_Mobility_Commission_State_of_the_Nation_2025_V17_FINAL-19-04.pdf] 

Through our free Data Explorer Tool, which maps social mobility outcomes and drivers across over 200 geographic areas of the UK, we share our analysis and insights. These provide a comprehensive view of the factors that drive social mobility, enabling anyone with an interest to gain an evidence-based understanding on how opportunities and outcomes can be improved for all.

Wider Government policy

The ‘Every Child Achieving and Thriving White Paper’ has a section on 16 to 19 English and maths, and refers to the post-16 Education and Skills White Paper, in which we welcome the commitment to continue to require students to achieve Level 2 English and maths. 

However, as outlined in our recent paper, ‘Stepping Stone or Stumbling Block’. Rethinking level 2 English and maths pathways’[footnoteRef:5], the new level 1 ‘preparation for GCSE’ qualifications in English and maths, instead of keeping the door to level 2 open, could divert students onto a qualification capped at level 1. This is problematic because all learners with prior grades of 1 to 2 will have already passed level 1 at age 16 years. Consequently, the policy effectively forces students to repeat a level they have already achieved.  [5:  Social Mobility Commission, ‘Stepping Stone or Stumbling Block. Rethinking level 2 English and maths pathways’ (2026)] 


Furthermore, this could create a two-tier system for post-16 English and maths. Evidence shows that students who find themselves in the lower tier experience a range of negative experiences including lower self-esteem, and feelings of being labelled. As we outline, children from disadvantaged backgrounds are the ones who will be disproportionately impacted by this. For instance, only 44% of children eligible for free-school meals obtained a grade 4 in English and maths in the 2024/25 academic year. This compares with 72% of children not eligible for free-school meals.

What is more, the sector is already suffering from reform fatigue. The Curriculum and Assessment Review marks the sixth overhaul of post-16 skills policy since 2010, confirming the Institute for Fiscal Studies’ (IFS) observation that “few areas of public policy have experienced as much change as skills policy”.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  The Institute for Fiscal Studies,‘Funding, finance and reform: an analysis of the post-16 education and skills white paper’, 2025. Published on IFS.ORG.UK. ] 


Reducing disadvantaged gaps

The Every Child Achieving and Thriving White Paper rightly highlights the persistent disadvantage gap at KS2 and KS4. This also exists at A-Level. While resit rates remain too high, we show that the post-16 English and math resit sector is the only stage of education in England where disadvantaged learners are actively catching up to their peers. This is why we made the case that, rather than risking further regression through unnecessary structural overhaul, policymakers should choose to build on what is demonstrably working. 
One of the ambitions in The Every Child Achieving and Thriving White Paper is that the disadvantage gap will be halved when this generation finishes secondary school. Providing sufficient, ring-fenced resources for post-16 English and maths will help to achieve this aim.

The White Paper outlines plans to establish minimum expectations for home-to-school partnerships. This will include “empowering families to support learning at home by signposting practical guidance, support, and resources”. 

Our recent paper, ‘The Role of Families in the Educational Outcomes of Children and Young People’[footnoteRef:7] reported that the home learning environment is positively associated with children’s educational outcomes throughout primary and secondary school, over and above socio-economic circumstances. Encouragingly, our review outlines that there is also evidence that the home learning environment can be positively shaped by policy and practice interventions. For example, early evidence on the impact of access to Sure Start centres highlighted improvements in parenting behaviours and the home learning environment, which more recent evidence on the longer-term benefits of access to Sure Start centres hypothesised to be one of the key pathways through which the programme has improved subsequent educational attainment. More broadly, meta-analyses of randomised controlled trials have demonstrated that targeted interventions to improve the quality of the home learning environment lead to significantly higher maths and literacy outcomes at ages three to nine.  [7:  Social Mobility Commission. ‘The role of families in the educational outcomes of children and young people’ (2026)] 


These minimum expectations will also outline the crucial role that the expectations of parents and carers have in supporting their child to flourish at school. Our 2025 State of the Nation report: ‘The evolving story of social mobility in the UK’ highlighted that 76% of free-school meal eligible children of a Chinese background achieved a grade 5 or above in English and maths in the 2023/24 academic year.[footnoteRef:8] This means that disadvantaged pupils from Chinese backgrounds outperform the average non-disadvantaged pupils in GCSE English and maths. Our Families Review shows that after prior attainment, parental aspirations and expectations are the single strongest factor mediating differences in GCSE results at age 16 between young people from different socio-economic backgrounds.[footnoteRef:9]  It also reports that these measures are among the key reasons that young people from ethnic minority backgrounds have higher educational attainment than young people of White British ethnicity, particularly among those from low socio-economic backgrounds. Therefore, we support attempts to raise parental and carers expectations of their children’s educational attainment.
 [8:  Social Mobility Commission. ‘State of the Nation 2025 - The evolving story of social mobility in the UK’ (2025)]  [9:  Social Mobility Commission. ‘The role of families in the educational outcomes of children and young people’ (2026)] 

Enrichment, belonging and behaviour 

The Every Child Achieving and Thriving White Paper highlights evidence that extracurricular enrichment participation is associated with higher educational achievement and outcomes in adulthood. This is correct and is discussed in our paper referenced above, ‘The Role of Families in the Educational Outcomes of Children and Young People’.[footnoteRef:10] Evidence  shows that engagement in such activities at age 14 is linked to higher attainment at Key Stages 3 and 4 (ages 14 and 16), and a reduced likelihood of being NEET at age 17, even after controlling for earlier academic performance. There are other longer-term benefits. Secondary school pupils who attend extra-curricular activities show greater odds of progressing to higher education and employment in early adulthood than those who do not.  [10:  Social Mobility Commission. ‘The role of families in the educational outcomes of children and young people’ (2026)] 


However, our review also highlights that children with SEN, those with lower-income households and those in care are less likely to participate in such activities. The review details that many schools attempt to close the gap in access to extra-curricular activities through pupil premium funding. Unfortunately, these approaches have not been formally evaluated. This gap in participation is supported by previous Social Mobility Commission evidence.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Social Mobility Commission. ‘An Unequal Playing Field: Extra-Curricular Activities, Soft Skills and Social Mobility’ (2019)] 




School admissions 

The Every Child Achieving and Thriving White Paper outlines that Government intends to “consult on changes to the School Admissions Code to promote fairness for all families, particularly the most disadvantaged and children with additional needs”. 

The Social Mobility Commission will soon publish wide ranging research on low and high social mobility areas which reveals that disadvantaged pupils in high mobility areas are more likely to attend high quality schools than those in low mobility areas. Our upcoming research also reveals that there is higher school segregation of FSM pupils in low mobility areas, than high mobility areas. School segregation in this context refers to how FSM pupils are distributed across schools in local areas, who they attend school with, and their resulting exposure to the peer networks, high expectations, and educational resources that shape later academic and career success. 

This greater school segregation is problematic because friendships outside of people’s social group have positive and important impacts on their social mobility outcomes.[footnoteRef:12] For example, young people from low-income backgrounds who grew up in areas where friendships crossed economic lines go on to earn 38% more as adults than similar young people in areas where social networks were more economically segregated. Having more connections to higher-income groups is also linked to wider benefits, including higher reported levels of happiness and trust and lower feelings of loneliness and social isolation.  [12:  Social Mobility Commission. ‘The role of families in the educational outcomes of children and young people’ (2026)] 


Childhood Origins of Social Mobility 

Our ‘Childhood Origins of Social Mobility’[footnoteRef:13] report, first published in 2016, and updated in 2024, explores the factors affecting young people’s life chances across socio-economic groups. It investigates and provides comprehensive analysis of the aspects of children's lives that help or hinder social mobility such as their home and educational environments, the role of parents, tuition, home-learning, and wellbeing.

Much of the report challenges traditionally held assumptions - offering a more nuanced understanding than those of wealthy backgrounds doing well, and those of less wealthy backgrounds not - such as: [13:  Social Mobility Commission, ‘Childhood Origins of Social Mobility: Revised and Updated’ (2024), https://socialmobility.independent-commission.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/Childhood-Origins-of-Social-Mobility.pdf

] 


· No differences across socio-economic backgrounds in rates of truancy and exclusion from school.

· 26% of lower-working-class parents help their children with writing every day compared to 21% of parents in the higher-professional class.

· 24% of lower working class parents help their children with maths every day, compared to 21% of higher professional parents.

· Lower-working-class parents are three times more likely to report issues relating to hyperactivity and inattention among their children, at ages 11 and 17, compared to higher professional parents (3.3 times more likely at age 11 and 3.1 times at age 17).

· However, these differences by socio-economic status are almost non-existent when relying on young people’s own self-reported issues (i.e. when young people aged 17 were asked themselves about their own behaviour and wellbeing instead of their parents reporting on it). 


Role of geography: SMC Research & Findings

Over recent years, the SMC has brought increasing focus on the role of geography in determining life-chances, socio-economic outcomes and opportunities for social mobility, showing that where you live is one of the most significant determining factors for these at both an individual and community level. 

In analysis going back to 2000, we find that entrenched disadvantage (regions that score as unfavourable on our Social Mobility Index, showing poor outcomes in education and employment, and have done consistently over this period) and ‘decline into disadvantage’ are particularly evident in former mining and industrial areas, and in coastal and rural communities across the UK. 

Advantage is most evident in London and the surrounding ‘commuter belt’. London boroughs dominate among areas of persisting advantage in our composite indices: Conditions of Childhood and Innovation and Growth. 

Disadvantaged pupils in London consistently achieve the highest educational standards across ages 5, 11, and 16. Meanwhile, disadvantaged children in areas such as the North West, Yorkshire and the Humber, Cumbria, and the South West are often among the least likely to meet these expected educational standards.

Areas with some of the lowest scores on the Conditions of Childhood Index consistently manifest some of the highest current NEET rates for 16-17 year olds. For example, Derby currently reports the highest rate of NEETs in this age group at 7.6%, while Stockton-on-Tees, identified as an area of entrenched disadvantage, has the third highest at 7.2%. 

NEETs and Welfare

The SMC has commissioned research to explore and understand the interface between household composition and characteristics and the circumstances of place, in relation to socio-economic outcomes and opportunities for social mobility.

To support Government’s ambition to reduce levels of young people NEET (those not in education, employment or training), the SMC is also undertaking new qualitative research focused on the lived experiences of NEET young people in Blackpool. This will provide a deeper understanding of how combined factors such as poor health and lack of local labour market opportunities affect young people in this position. A fuller and more detailed explanation of our existing analysis and recommended approaches to supporting young people NEET is outlined in our recent submission[footnoteRef:14] to the Work and Pensions Select Committee’s inquiry on Youth employment, education and training.

Separately, we are undertaking research to explore long-term welfare dependency, including the prevalence, core demographics and structural factors associated with those in this position, in order to answer the question: ‘Who are the long-term welfare recipients and what prevents them from progressing socially and economically?’. We will be using a longitudinal analysis and qualitative systems-mapping research with policy makers and practitioners to explore the individual and systemic drivers for welfare dependency and inform our recommendations for addressing long term dependency.

We will be very glad to share the findings of our research with the Committees, once it has been published.
 [14:  Written evidence submitted by the Social Mobility Commission (YEET0152) to the Work and Pensions Commons Select Committee inquiry on ‘Youth employment, education and training’ (published by the Committee, 16th March 2026) : https://committees.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/162650/pdf/
] 
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