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Summary 

• As the debate over apparent attempts to put an end to grade inflation continues, Centre for 
Cities has examined relative pupil performance across UK cities to show the importance of 
English and Maths in providing a grounding for employment and in helping consolidate the 
strength of local economies. Our work shows that changes in English GCSE grade boundaries this year 
may do more than provoke howls of protest from ambitious parents. It may also directly affect employment 
prospects for young people across our cities. 

• While it appears that the gap between cities’ GCSE results has closed over the past 15 years, 
this is only the case when measured by the proportion of young people gaining five A*-C GCSEs 
in any mix of subjects. Cities with weak economies have seen some of the biggest improvements in 
GCSE results overall.

• However, the gap between cities has narrowed much less when it comes to attainment of five A*-C 
GCSEs including Maths and English.

• If GCSE equivalent passes are excluded from the comparison then the gap remains even wider. 
Over 59 percent of pupils from all schools in the most economically successful cities achieve at least five 
A*-C GCSEs including Maths and English (excluding equivalents) compared to 47 percent in cities with 
weaker economies – a gap of over 12 percentage points. Current debates about reducing the number of 
officially recognised vocational qualifications are likely to widen the gap between cities. 

•	 Schools in struggling cities are much less likely to meet the Government’s minimum GCSE 
target, and will become less and less likely to do this as the target increases. In 2011, the target 
was 35 percent of pupils gaining five GCSEs A*-C. Just over 1 in 50 schools in economically buoyant cities 
failed to meet this target; rising to one in 10 schools in struggling cities. If, as the Government aims, the 
benchmark is raised to 50 percent in 2015, then by today’s standards nearly 4 in 10 schools in struggling 
cities would fail.

• Pupil background is a strong determinant of educational attainment but schools in London 
clearly demonstrate that disadvantage can be overcome.  London schools – located in some of 
the most buoyant and deprived areas of the country – demonstrate that social background and previous 
educational attainment do not have to pre-determine GCSE results. Over 47 percent of pupils from 
disadvantaged backgrounds in London achieve at least five A*-C GCSEs (or equivalents) including Maths 
and English, compared with 35 percent nationally. 

• GCSEs, particularly Maths and English, matter to job prospects. There is a strong relationship at 
city level between the proportion achieving at least five A*-C GCSEs including Maths and English (excluding 
equivalents) and the level of youth unemployment.
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• This means that all cities, but particularly those with weaker economies, should place particular 
emphasis on Maths and English attainment. 

Introduction

As the debate over apparent attempts to put an end to grade inflation rages, Centre for Cities has examined relative 
pupil performance across UK cities, to show the importance of English and Maths in providing a grounding for 
employment and in helping consolidate the strength of local economies. As a result, changes in English GCSE 
grade boundaries this year may do more than provoke howls of protests from ambitious parents but directly affect 
employment prospects for young people across our urban conurbations.

Last year the Centre for Cities’ Learning Curve report, supported by ICAEW, found that differences in educational 
attainment at city level are reinforcing skills gaps – and as a result economic divides – across the country. While it 
would appear that the gap between cities’ GCSE results has closed over the last 15 years, this is only when measured 
by the proportion of young people gaining five GCSEs A*-C in any subject. 

This short policy briefing updates our previous analysis on educational attainment across the English cities by using 
2010/11 performance data, including new indicators and looking at cities within the devolved administrations. We 
assess the extent of educational inequality across the UK and find that geographical patterns of educational 
attainment continue to reinforce economic disadvantage, with pupils in cities with weaker economies 
facing multiple disadvantage.

Have educational disparities persisted across UK cities?

The gap between cities’ GCSE results appears to have continued to close over the past 15 years, but 
this is only when measured by the proportion of young people gaining five A*-C GCSEs in any mix of 
subjects.  Data for 2010/11 shows that all cities appear to have improved GCSE attainment levels. There is now less 
than a 1 percentage point gap between state school attainment rates in “economically buoyant” cities compared to 
“economically struggling” cities.1  Struggling cities have seen some of the biggest improvements overall.

However, the gap between struggling and buoyant cities has narrowed much less when it comes to 
attainment of five A*-C GCSEs including Maths and English.  Overall just 54 percent of state school pupils 
in struggling cities achieved at least five A*-C GCSE (or equivalent) grades including Maths and English in 2011, in 
comparison to nearly 61 percent in buoyant cities. Disparities are even greater between individual cities: 66 percent 
of state school pupils in Gloucester achieve at least five A*-C grades including Maths and English; in Barnsley 
attainment rates fall to just 44 percent.

Pupils in struggling cities are less likely to make progress expected in Maths and English.  Nearly 
76 percent of pupils at schools in buoyant cities make expected progress in English between Key Stage 2 (KS2) 
and Key Stage 4 (KS4).2 This compares to 67 percent of pupils in struggling cities.  The gap between buoyant and 
struggling cities doubles for progress in Maths: 71 percent of pupils in buoyant cities make expected progress in 
Maths between KS2 and KS4 compared to just 57 percent of pupils in struggling cities.  

Individual school data indicates that these figures reflect the general picture across schools in 
struggling cities, rather than a small proportion of poor performers dragging the figures down.  At 

1. Schools have been allocated to Primary Urban Areas by postcode and are referenced by location of institution. All data refers to English cities and 
excludes independent schools unless specifically stated otherwise.
2.  The National Curriculum is divided into four Key Stages. Key Stage 2 is taught in the last four years of primary schools (Years 3, 4, 5 and 6 or Ages 
7-11). Key Stage 4 is taught in Years 10 and 11 (Ages 14-16.)
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present the Government assesses a school as under-performing if fewer than 35 percent of pupils achieve five A*-C 
GCSEs including Maths and English.  On this measure just over 1 in 50 schools in economically buoyant cities are 
considered to be under-performing.  In struggling cities, this figure rises to 1 in 10 schools. 

If the benchmark is raised to 50 percent in 2015, as the Government has debated recently, then by 
today’s standards nearly 40 percent of schools in struggling cities would fail to meet the floor target.3 
This compares to two in 10 for schools in buoyant cities. It is likely that exam reforms, such as the changes in grade 
boundaries for GCSE English this year, will make these targets even more challenging.

If independent schools are considered within the analysis then attainment rates across the city groups 
widen further. There is greater consistency in attainment rates across the city groups amongst independent schools 
but there are far fewer independent schools in struggling cities.  As a result, attainment rates across all schools range 
from 63 percent in buoyant cities to just 55 percent in struggling cities.4  The relationship between educational 
attainment and labour market outcomes is also more apparent.  

Figure 1: GCSE attainment across all schools by city group, 2010/11

If GCSE equivalent passes are excluded from the comparison then the gap widens further still.  There is 
a 12 percentage point gap in attainment rates between buoyant and struggling cities when equivalent qualifications 
to GCSEs (e.g.  vocational qualifications) are excluded (Figure 1).5 

There is also a significant relationship between the proportion of pupils achieving five A*-C GCSEs 
including English and Maths (excluding equivalents) and average youth claimant rates across cities.6 In 
other words, GCSE results, especially in Maths and English, matter to job prospects (Figure 2).

3.  Excludes special schools and closed schools.  
4. Includes all schools and GCSE equivalents.
5. Includes all schools and excludes GCSE equivalents. See http://www.education.gov.uk/inthenews/inthenews/a00199719/all-vocational-
qualifications-to-be-judged-against-strict-new-rules for further information on the Government’s reforms in this area and Wolf, A (2011) Review of 
Vocational Education – The Wolf Review, London: Department for Education
6.  GCSE attainment including Maths and English accounts for over 50 percent of the variation in average youth unemployment rates across cities.
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Figure 2: Proportion of pupils achieving five A*-C GCSEs including Maths and English (excluding 
equivalents), 2010/11 and Average Youth Claimant Rate, 2008-12
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Box B: The Standard Grades – educational attainment in the Scottish cities

Scotland has its own education and exam system. The Standard Grade exams are taken at the same age 
as GCSEs with a pass at ‘General’ or ‘Credit’ Standard Grades roughly equivalent to GCSE A*-C grades. The 
latest data shows a degree of variation between the Scottish cities, which becomes more pronounced at 
Credit level (the highest grade). Just 24 percent of pupils in Glasgow achieved five or more passes at Credit 
level, compared to 39 percent in Edinburgh. Aberdeen and Dundee also fall behind the Scottish average at 
Credit level. City level data is only published for Maths and English attainment at Foundation level (lowest 
level pass). There is no significant variation between the Scottish cities in attainment at this level, though 
Glasgow has the lowest rate of attainment. 

Figure 3: Proportion of pupils achieving five+ passes at Standard Grade Credit level, 2010/11
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Box A: How do cities in the devolved administrations compare? 

Education falls under the responsibility of the devolved governments. Nevertheless, England, Wales and 
Northern Ireland follow the same qualifications framework allowing comparison of GCSE attainment rates 
across their cities. Attainment rates at GCSE level in Belfast are relatively high, 62.8 percent of pupils achieve 
at least five A*-C grades including Maths and English, and the city ranks among the top performing cities 
in England. The Welsh cities perform less well. Despite a relatively large proportion of pupils in Newport 
gaining five A*-C GCSEs across any combination of subjects (70 percent), just 47.7 percent achieve five 
A*-C GCSEs including Maths and English. Results for Maths and English attainment in Cardiff were similar 
(48.4 percent). Attainment rates are slightly higher in Swansea with 53.2 percent achieving five A*-C GCSEs, 
although the city still ranks below the average for the English ‘struggling’ cities (54 percent). 

Source: StatsWales, 2012; Summary of Annual Examination Results, Department for Education Northern Ireland, 2012
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Variations in educational attainment across cities are in part a reflection 
of pupil characteristics – but place still matters.

There are many reasons why pupils do not gain good GCSEs but social background – rather than 
where you live – is the strongest predictor of educational attainment.7  Pupils from the most disadvantaged 
backgrounds are far less likely to achieve five good GCSEs; and this is true across all cities in England (Figure 4).8  A 
third of pupils from households in the lowest income category and eligible for free school meals or in local authority 
care (FSM pupils) achieve five A*-C grades including Maths and English. As a result, cities with higher proportions 
of pupils from disadvantaged backgrounds tend to have lower attainment rates overall.

Achievement at the end of primary school is also a strong predictor of outcomes at GCSE-level, 
highlighting the importance of early years and primary school education. Across England, less than 7 
percent of pupils who do not reach the benchmark at the end of primary school (‘low attaining pupils’)9  achieve five 
A*-C grades including Maths and English. 

Figure 4: GCSE attainment rates amongst FSM pupils, 2010/11 

7. Perry, E. and Francis, B. (2010) The social class gap for educational achievement: a review of the literature, London: RSA 
8. Data is unavailable for other parts of the UK.
9. Pupils who were assessed as being below level 4 (the expected level for most pupils when leaving primary school) at the end of KS2.
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The gap between disadvantaged pupils and their peers widens in secondary school.  Across the country, 
pupils from disadvantaged backgrounds fall behind their peers in both English and Maths in all cities, with a lower 
proportion of FSM pupils (15-20 percent) making expected progress in Maths and English.10  

Place does influence the achievements of pupils from disadvantaged backgrounds, however. One 
reason for this is that pupils in struggling cities are more likely to go to an ‘inadequate’ or ‘satisfactory’ 
school. Data on school performance from OFSTED suggests the variation achievement rate is in part due to variations 
in the quality of education provided by schools.11  Pupils in struggling cities are more likely to go to an ‘inadequate’ 
or ‘satisfactory’ school. Nearly 40 percent of schools in struggling cities fell into either of these categories when they 
were last inspected compared to 26 percent in buoyant cities (Figure 5). The differences are even more striking at 
individual city level: just 9 percent of schools in York were regarded as inadequate or satisfactory, whereas nearly 70 
percent were in Barnsley.

These findings are not entirely surprising given that inspectors consider pupil attainment and progress in their overall 
evaluation; and the second measure is more likely to reflect of the quality of education provision. Yet other factors 
including teaching quality, leadership and management are also taken into account.12 

Figure 5: Proportion of school falling into each OFSTED inspection category by city group, 2010/11 

However, many struggling cities have also demonstrated that they are better at improving the 
performance of pupils from disadvantaged backgrounds.  While there are fewer pupils from disadvantaged 
backgrounds in buoyant cities, they are less likely to achieve good GCSEs than disadvantaged pupils in struggling 
cities.

London (which combines some of the most buoyant and most deprived areas in the country) clearly 
demonstrates that pupil background does not have to pre-determine educational attainment.  More 
than a fifth of pupils in London come from disadvantaged backgrounds – higher than the average for ‘struggling’ 

10. Pupils achieving at least the minimum expected levels of progress between KS2 - KS4.
11. Sample includes state maintained secondary schools only (inc. academies). Source: OFSTED, 2012
12. OFSTED (2012) The framework for school inspection from January 2012, London: OFSTED
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cities. Yet overall attainment rates are amongst the highest in the country. Over 45 percent of disadvantaged pupils 
in the capital achieved A*-C grades including Maths and English; this compares with just 20 percent in Milton 
Keynes and Barnsley. In Tower Hamlets in London, attainment rates amongst pupils from the poorest backgrounds 
are nearly three times higher than in Barnsley.

Progression rates are also far higher in London: 14 percent of pupils in London who did not reach the 
benchmark at the end of primary school go on to achieve at least five A*-C GCSEs including English and Maths. This 
compares with less than 3 percent in Aldershot.

The local labour market may also affect educational attainment. Lack of demand in the local labour market 
may weaken incentives to gain good GCSEs. This may also help explain why pupils in Tower Hamlets do relatively 
well as, while Tower Hamlets is one of the most deprived parts of the country,13 it is also located within one of the 
most economically buoyant travel-to-work areas in the country. This may have a positive impact on pupil aspiration 
and mean schools have access to a larger labour market pool of teachers when recruiting.14 

Conclusion

Geographical variation in GCSE attainment is reinforcing patterns of economic disadvantage across 
UK cities. Education is an important contributor to social mobility. Pupils from more deprived backgrounds living 
in struggling cities face multiple disadvantages in education and employment. First, social background is a strong 
determinant of academic outcomes. Second, pupils in struggling cities are more likely to attend underperforming 
schools and fall further behind their peers. Third, incentives to learn may be weaker in struggling cities because 
local employment options are likely to be more limited, as these areas are less economically buoyant and demand 
is weak.

Low attainment at GCSE level in struggling cities has implications for individuals’ education and 
employment prospects, as well as the wider economy. As we stated in Learning Curve, given the rising 
importance of numeracy and literacy in the labour market, low attainment in Maths and English is likely to have 
serious implications for individuals’ employment prospects and for the wider city economy. The productivity 
differential between those who achieve five good GCSEs and those who do not is estimated at nearly £100,000 
(discounted over a lifetime).15 Pupils not achieving five good GCSEs are less likely to go on to further education, 
have a lower probability of finding work and are likely to earn less.

Placing greater emphasis on Maths and English attainment, as well as ensuring vocational 
qualifications taken are high quality and valuable, should remain a priority, particularly in struggling 
cities.16  Cities should also seek to understand what lessons can be learned from the improvement in London’s 
schools performance. For example, the London Challenge school improvement programme, which used independent 
experienced education experts to identify need and broker support for underperforming schools, led to marked 
improvements in attainment rates. The findings also point to wider debates around policies to improve school 
performance, including the quality of teaching and leadership, conversion to academy status and locally-tailored 
school improvement policies. Evidence suggests there are no simple solutions here. Clearly policies to address 
educational inequalities cannot start and end with secondary schools, though it is clear that without intervention 
cycles of disadvantage will not be broken.

13.Index of Multiple Deprivation, Neighbourhood Statistics, 2012
14. See Lupton, R. (2004) Schools in Disadvantaged Areas: Recognising Context and Raising Quality, London: LSE
15. Department for Education (2011) Schools White Paper 2010 - Economic Assessment
16. See Centre for Cities (2011) Learning Curve: Schools and skills for future jobs for further information, London: Centre for Cities supported by ICAEW
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