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Series Editor’s Preface – 
Key Debates in 

Educational Policy
Christopher Winch 

IMPACT pamphlets were launched in 1999 as an initiative of the 

Philosophy of Education Society of Great Britain. Their aim was to 

bring philosophical perspectives to bear on UK education policy 

and they have been written by leading general philosophers or 

philosophers of education. At the time of writing, 18 have been 

published.

They deal with a variety of issues relating to policy within 

the field of education. Some have focused on controversial aspects 

of current government policy such as those by Andrew Davis on 

assessment, Harry Brighouse on disparities in secondary education, 

Mary Warnock on changes in provision for pupils with special 

educational needs and Colin Richards on school inspection. 

Others, such as those by Michael Luntley on performance-related 

pay and by Christopher Winch on vocational education and 

training, have been critical of new policy initiatives. Yet others 

have been concerned with the organization and content of the 

school curriculum. These have included pamphlets by Kevin 

Williams on the teaching of foreign languages, Steve Bramall and 

John White on Curriculum 2000, David Archard on sex education, 

Stephen Johnson on thinking skills, Graham Haydon on personal, 

social and health education, and John Gingell on the visual arts.

The launch of each pamphlet has been accompanied by a sym-

posium for policy makers and others at which issues raised in the 

pamphlets have been further explored. These have been attended 
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by government ministers, opposition spokespersons, other MPs, 

representatives from the Qualifications and Curriculum Authority, 

employers’ organizations, trades unions and teachers’ professional 

organizations as well as members of think tanks, academics and 

journalists.

Some of the original pamphlets have made a lasting impression 

on the world of education policy and have, in addition, sparked 

debates in both the policy and academic worlds. They have revealed 

a hunger for dealing with certain topics in a philosophically 

oriented way because it has been felt that the original pamphlet 

initiated a debate in a mode of thinking about educational issues 

that needs and deserves to be taken a lot further. The Key Debates 

in Educational Policy series aims to take some of these debates fur-

ther by selecting from those original IMPACT pamphlets whose 

influence continues to be keenly felt and either reproducing or 

expanding them to take account of the most recent developments 

in the area with which they deal. In addition, each of the original 

pamphlets receives a lengthy reply by a distinguished figure in the 

area who takes issue with the main arguments of the original pam-

phlet. Each of the Key Debates volumes also contains a substantial 

foreword and/or afterword by an academic with strong interests in 

the area under discussion, which gives the context and provides 

extensive commentary on the questions under discussion and the 

arguments of the original author and his/her respondent.

There are a number of reasons for doing this. Philosophical 

techniques applied to policy issues can be very powerful tools for 

clarifying questions and developing arguments based on ethical, 

aesthetic, political and epistemological positions. Philosophical 

argumentation is, however, by its nature, controversial and con-

tested. There is rarely, if ever, one side to a philosophical question. 

The fact that the IMPACT pamphlets have often aroused lively 

debate and controversy is testament to this. There has been a desire 

for a more rounded version of the debate to be presented in a 

format accessible to those who do not have a formal philosophical 
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background but who find philosophical argumentation about 

educational issues to be useful in developing their own ideas. This 

series aims to cater for this audience while also presenting rigorous 

argumentation that can also appeal to a more specialist audience.

It is hoped that each volume in this series will provide an intro-

duction and set the scene to each topic and give the readership a 

splendid example of philosophical argumentation concerning a 

complex and important educational issue.
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Introduction
Graham Haydon

Why discuss educational equality now?
It has long been recognised that the UK is a highly unequal society in 

which class background still too often determines life chances.

Panel on Fair Access to the Professions Full Report, p. 61

One measure of equality or inequality is a society’s level of social 

mobility, and among the indicators of that are the factors that 

influence access to professional careers. That was the specific 

concern of an expert Panel set up by the UK Cabinet Office in 

January 2009. Its report, from which the quotation above is taken, 
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was published in July 2009. For anyone with egalitarian leanings, 

aspects of that report made depressing reading. As judged by 

access to a range of professions, social mobility had fallen for a 

generation born in 1970 as compared with a generation born in 

1958. The advantages of coming from a relatively affluent home 

and having parents of professional status – and in particular 

the advantages of having gone to certain independent schools 

and certain high-status universities – were increasing rather than 

diminishing.

From the UK side of the Atlantic, the United States has often 

been viewed as a less class-conscious society, though at the same 

time one in which there are great inequalities of wealth and of 

opportunities in life. On both sides of the Atlantic education is 

very much bound up with inequalities in life chances. There are 

important differences: among the most striking is that in the USA 

there is no equivalent to the great advantages in certain career 

paths apparently conferred by attendance at independent (private) 

schools (Full Report p. 18) (in the UK context this means second-

ary schools, not universities, though it is also the case that the most 

prestigious universities take their students disproportionately from 

independent secondary schools). Even in the early years of the 

twenty-first century, around 70 per cent of judges and barristers 

attended independent schools (the proportion of the whole 

population attending independent schools is around 7 per cent). 

There are also important differences in the legislative context in 

which schools are run and access to them determined; many of 

these differences are detailed by Harry Brighouse in this volume.

In the social and political background within which education 

goes on there are similarities and differences. One regrettable 

similarity is that both countries have higher levels of child poverty 

than many similarly developed countries. One difference is that 

the kinds of policy associated with a welfare state have historically 

been far more developed in the United Kingdom than in the 

USA. Thus the United Kingdom has since shortly after the Second 
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World War benefited (to use what is admittedly a non-neutral 

description) from what in USA (but not in the United Kingdom) 

is referred to as ‘socialised medicine’, while in 2009 what appear 

from a UK perspective to be quite modest moves in that direction 

are proving among the most controversial of President Obama’s 

policies.

But while socialist thinking has historically been stronger in the 

United Kingdom than in the USA, it is well known that from the 

1980s onwards there have been strong tendencies of neo-liberal 

thinking in both countries, which have made a lasting difference to 

the climate of political thinking, not least concerning education. If 

the USA is still, in the words of Kenneth Howe in this volume, ‘in 

the shadow of the Reagan Era’, the United Kingdom is still in the 

shadow of the Thatcher Era (these are, of course, essentially the 

same era, the 1980s). Ideologically the thinking of this era was 

committed to reining in the powers of government and unleashing 

the power of the market. Even if this thinking was not always 

followed through single-mindedly in practice, the policy climate 

was changed irreversibly – or so it appeared until the closing years 

of the new century’s first decade. Then came the global financial 

crisis, and the phenomenon of governments that had been 

committed to staying at arms’ length from banking and other 

businesses, now taking large stakes in, sometimes overall control 

of, such businesses for the sake of preventing economic meltdown. 

In the process public attention was drawn as never before to vast 

inequalities in income displayed in the salaries and bonuses of 

financiers.

It is a commonplace by now that old alignments and certainties 

in political and economic thinking have been eroded by the 

Reagan/Thatcher era and its aftermath, together with the recent 

crisis. It is widely recognized that the left–right spectrum of 

political thinking and policy can no longer be applied in any 

straightforward way (and in any case it never applied in quite the 

same way on the two sides of the Atlantic). There are doubts over 
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how great the power of government can be and how extensive its 

responsibilities should be. These doubts apply to education as well 

as to other areas of public policy (if indeed education should be a 

matter for public policy at all). But in some ways the questions 

concerning education are among the most difficult.

The relationships between economic inequalities and educational 

ones are not straightforward.2 When we see that within the same 

society some have an annual income in millions and others only 

in thousands, we can be confident at least in labelling this as 

inequality in material conditions, even if there is room for debate 

as to what if anything is wrong with such disparities. In education, 

what we should be measuring is less clear, unless indeed we resort 

to almost the same measure – establishing, for instance, correla-

tions between income earned and school attended. But it is one 

thing to establish statistically that a certain kind of education 

makes it more likely that those receiving it will become judges or 

company directors; it is another thing to claim that this kind of 

education is, without qualification, simply a better education than 

that received by students who end up earning much less. It is one 

thing to compare the amounts of public money devoted to the 

education of students receiving different sorts of schooling, but if 

we find that greater than average resources are devoted both to the 

education of a minority who complete three years of university 

education and to a minority of severely disabled students, any 

assumption that educational equality involves equal costs to 

society is immediately called into question.

In both the USA and the United Kingdom a pattern of school-

ing became established during the twentieth century that for the 

majority appeared to institutionalize educational equality in at 

least one respect: namely that in a given area all or nearly all 

the children of a given age would attend the same school – a 

common school (Halstead and Haydon, 2008). In the USA this 

was the neighbourhood school, the predominant form of school 

provision through much of the century. In the United Kingdom 
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it was the comprehensive school which was developed only in 

the second half of the century in conscious reaction against an 

earlier system that had divided children between different schools 

according to measured ability. In both countries the thinking 

behind the development of the common school had been at least 

in part a concern with equality and social justice. And in both 

countries in the closing decades of the century questions were 

increasingly raised about whether the common school did or 

could guarantee educational equality. In the USA there were 

striking differences in the funding of common schools in differ-

ent school districts; in the United Kingdom, though differences 

in school resources (leaving aside the independent schools) were 

less extreme, league tables comparing the academic results 

achieved by different schools were interpreted – controversially – 

as showing that some schools served their students much better 

than others.3 In the political and policy discourse of both 

countries it is increasingly questioned whether the common 

school is the right model for realizing educational equality, but if 

it is not, there is far from being any agreement about what should 

replace it. There is far from being any agreement, indeed, about 

what would count as educational equality, and about how far 

public policy should be aiming at it.

Such a situation demands clarity of thinking and carefully 

reasoned debate. The time could not be more appropriate for a 

discussion of educational equality among philosophers. Such a 

discussion should not be entirely at a level of general principle, 

though it must be partly at that level. It must also be a discussion 

that takes experience and empirical research into account and can 

comment from an informed perspective on current policy; and 

it must be prepared to entertain fundamental challenges to that 

policy. It would be hard to think of any three writers in the USA 

and the United Kingdom who are better placed to undertake 

such a discussion than Harry Brighouse, Kenneth R. Howe and 

James Tooley.
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The structure of this volume
The nucleus from which this volume developed was a short work by 

Harry Brighouse on educational equality in the United Kingdom, 

published by The Philosophy of Education Society of Great Britain 

(PESGB) in its IMPACT series of policy-related discussions. Harry 

Brighouse is well known among philosophers of education on 

both sides of the Atlantic, and unusually within that community 

has first-hand experience of the school systems in both the United 

Kingdom and the USA. It therefore made good sense for him to 

comment on current practice and policy in both the USA and 

the United Kingdom in the present volume. Given that there are 

few other philosophers of education, if any, who can match his 

knowledge of both systems, Brighouse was keen that there should 

be responses to his paper from both a US-based and a UK-based 

contributor.

Fully in line with this plan, Kenneth R. Howe in his contribution 

discusses Brighouse’s arguments as they apply to the USA. Howe 

broadly shares with Brighouse a commitment to educational 

equality as something that ought to be promoted through govern-

ment policy. James Tooley’s contribution does not so neatly fit the 

same pattern, but is arguably all the better for that, in that rather 

than concentrating on the situation in the United Kingdom (a 

rather small schooling system compared with that of the USA), he 

puts the debate in a broader, indeed global, perspective. Tooley was 

the obvious choice for the UK-based contributor in this volume 

because he has been a sparring-partner of Brighouse in debates on 

school choice and privatization, both in seminars and in print,4 for 

many years. The present volume allows the long-running debate 

between Brighouse and Tooley to be taken one step further, and in 

doing so gives space to a voice that questions whether educational 

equality should be an object of government policy at all; for Tooley 

is well known as a critic of state involvement in the planning and 

running of schools, and a supporter – in practice5 as well as in 

theory – of educational markets.
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Since Brighouse’s essay contains its own introduction, and the 

pieces by Howe and by Tooley need to be read as responses to it, 

there is no need here for an editorial summary of the contents 

of this book. A word is in order, though, about the role of the 

introductory and concluding editorial comments. Here at the 

beginning I want to point up two important threads – meritocracy 

and the benefit of the least advantaged – that run through the 

three contributions; in the ‘Afterword’ at the end of this volume 

I want to take a somewhat more questioning stance towards these 

two notions.

Meritocracy
We want to see a meritocracy where individuals are able to advance 

on the basis of their talent and effort.

Panel on Fair Access to the Professions Summary Report p. 21

As this quotation from a cross-party panel in the United Kingdom 

illustrates, the idea of meritocracy has become part of common 

currency in discourse that is critical of class-based inequalities and 

in favour of equal opportunities and social mobility. The use of the 

term in this recent UK report seems very much in line with its use 

by Harry Brighouse in this volume, when he characterizes one 

conception of educational equality thus:

The Meritocratic Conception: An individual’s prospects for educational 

achievement may be a function of that individual’s talent and effort, 

but it should not be influenced by her social class background. 

(Brighouse, this volume, p. 28)

Although he acknowledges that there can be a more radical 

conception of educational equality, it is to the meritocratic con-

ception that Brighouse directs most of his attention. Both Howe 

and Tooley notice that Brighouse does not explicitly say whether 

he favours the more or the less radical of the two conceptions he 
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mentions; Tooley wonders why not. My own reading on this point, 

similar to Howe’s, is that Brighouse is aware that, within the 

current climate of discourse and policy, the meritocratic conception 

is already quite demanding enough, while the radical conception 

might seem too radical to be taken seriously (‘beyond the pale’ as 

Howe puts it [this volume p. 77]). I shall come back in the ‘After-

word’ to the question of whether we should look to something 

more radical than the meritocratic conception, and if so, whether 

this should take the same form as Brighouse’s ‘radical conception’. 

For the moment, let’s stick with the meritocratic conception, as 

Brighouse mostly does.

On the meritocratic conception of educational equality, it is

legitimate for an individual’s prospects for educational achieve-

ment to be a function of that individual’s talent and effort. This 

conception implicitly acknowledges, of course, that there will 

be differences in actual educational achievements between 

individuals; its concern is that the processes that lead to these 

differences should be fair ones. The meritocratic conception in no 

way denies that the differences in achievement may be very great 

indeed; it will legitimate very great differences if the corresponding 

differences in talent and effort are very great.

Such an account raises difficulties when we recognize that there 

are some people whose talents and effort are, through no fault 

of their own, very limited. Leaving aside the point (recognized 

by both Howe and Tooley) that a person’s propensity to exert an 

effort in education is likely to be influenced by their social class 

background, we need also to acknowledge that there are disabilities 

that can severely limit the talent and the capacity for effort of 

certain individuals. The most obvious case is that of severe learn-

ing difficulties; but there are also psychological conditions such as 

attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) that can limit 

the kind of concentrated and continuing effort that is conducive 

to learning. Additionally, some severe physical difficulties, that 

are in no way correlated with intellectual limitations, may make it 
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difficult for individuals to maximize the effort they put into 

education while also coping with everyday life in a society geared 

to the normally abled (I say may advisedly; we all know that there 

are individuals, such as Stephen Hawking, who exert enormous 

intellectual effort to great effect while also coping with severe 

physical problems; we do not know how widely the capacity to 

make such an effort is distributed).6

A strict application, then, of the meritocratic principle as a 

measure of fairness could lead to the conclusion that it is not unfair 

that certain individuals, because of disabilities innate or acquired 

(e.g. through accident) end up with extremely limited educational 

achievements. Given the extent to which educational achievement 

is correlated in our kinds of society with other advantages in life 

(which was part of the reason for a concern with educational 

equality in the first place) we may well wonder whether some other 

kind of consideration must be given, beyond the meritocratic 

principle itself, to those who would fare worst under that principle. 

This is a point recognized by all the contributors to this volume. 

Should special attention be given to benefiting the least advantaged 

(who may not be confined to those with disabilities; those, for 

instance, born into the most deprived or dysfunctional family 

environments may also be among the least advantaged)? If there 

should be special attention to benefiting the least advantaged, 

should we interpret this as part of the demands of a concern with 

equality or as a separate ethical demand?

The benefit of the least advantaged
The position of the least advantaged is another thread that 

runs through the discussion in this volume. Brighouse treats ben-

efiting the least advantaged as a distinct value (a distinct ethical 

demand, I think we could say), and one that can outweigh the 

demands of equality, though the latter still weigh strongly. Howe 

agrees with the importance of benefiting the least advantaged, but 
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he does not think this has to be treated as a distinct value; he suggests 

interpreting equality in a way that already incorporates attention 

to the position of the least advantaged. Tooley on the other hand 

thinks that Brighouse should focus entirely on the education of the 

least advantaged and stop worrying about equality at all.

Behind this discussion of the relationship between equality and 

the position of the least advantaged stands the towering figure 

of John Rawls (mentioned here by Brighouse and Howe, and 

occurring too in a passage from Brighouse and Swift that Tooley 

quotes). Such is the influence of Rawls’s theory of justice that many 

philosophers writing on issues of social justice will assume knowl-

edge of it. For any readers new to Rawls, a very brief introduction 

may be helpful. What I do in the next few paragraphs – which can 

be skipped by those familiar with Rawls – is to try very approxi-

mately to follow Rawls in spirit though not in detail so as to show 

the intuitive appeal in the idea that benefiting the least advantaged 

is an important element of social justice.7

Suppose that a number of people, previously unknown to each 

other, want to agree in advance on some principles to try to ensure 

fairness in the arrangements of the society in which they will all be 

living. They want to do this because they recognize that all sorts of 

situations may come up in which it is not clear what constitutes 

fair treatment of individuals by society. If someone comes by a 

large amount of money through luck, should that person be free 

to pass on the benefit entirely to their children without any 

contribution towards the wider good? If a child is born with 

serious disabilities, should society try to compensate that person 

in some way? Should society collectively take responsibility for 

seeing that those in serious need of medical treatment receive 

such treatment? And so on. If some general principles could be 

agreed in advance, this might at least give some further basis for 

approaching specific issues.

If these individuals know in advance what their position in 

that society will be – if certain people know for instance that they 
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will be healthy and well off and will be unlikely to need material 

support from others – this could bias their consideration of what 

principles should regulate the society. So let’s imagine instead that 

these people are behind what Rawls calls a ‘veil of ignorance’: they 

do not know what their position will be. This may lead them to be 

cautious. If there is a possibility for any one of them that they will 

end up among the least advantaged in the society, they may prefer 

that society to be regulated by principles that will ensure that those 

who are worst off – whoever they turn out to be – are at least not 

any worse off than they have to be. If it is not possible to avoid a 

situation in which some are worse off than others, then at least – 

they may be prepared to agree – it is only fair that society should be 

arranged in such a way as to improve the condition of the worst off 

so far as possible.

How does this connect with equality? Total equality – if we can 

make sense of that idea at all – would presumably mean that 

no one is in a worse position than anyone else. But that does 

not necessarily mean that no one’s position could be improved. 

If there were a society in which everyone barely managed to scratch 

a living off the land, and no one did any better, there would 

be equality while everyone had a poor quality of life. In a more 

developed society, in which disparities in people’s conditions 

of life have opened up, even those who are the worst off in this 

society may be better off – materially at any rate – than anyone in 

the simpler society.

There is an argument that the kind of social and economic 

conditions that allow great disparities in wealth – and all that 

can be purchased with wealth – to open up are just the kind of 

conditions that will, in time, improve the conditions of everyone 

including the worst off. At the time of writing in 2009, leaders 

of banking and finance can be heard making this kind of argument 

in favour of their industry being allowed to continue paying 

enormous bonuses to those who are already earning far more than 

average incomes. If they are not so well rewarded, then these highly 
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talented highly motivated individuals will no longer use their 

talents and efforts in the way that will ultimately benefit the whole 

society, including the worst off.

That is an argument, but that same argument can be turned 

around. If there is some alternative way of arranging society’s 

affairs that would do more for the good of the least advantaged – if 

it were the case, for instance, that taxing these large incomes very 

heavily and putting the proceeds directly into benefiting the worst 

off would in fact do more to improve the conditions of the worst 

off – then how could the disparities be justified? The principles of 

justice that Rawls defends – with far more sophisticated arguments 

than I have used here – do have this radical edge. Inequality may be 

justified by what it does for the conditions of the worst off; but it is 

not justified if there is some alternative by which the worst off 

would do better.

In this volume, Brighouse, Howe and Tooley do not discuss 

issues of fairness, equality and justice in such a broad compass. 

While they all recognize the importance of social and political 

factors outside of schooling itself, in their discussion here they 

stick for the most part to the idea of equality in education. As 

already indicated, they are by no means in agreement about what 

is desirable within schooling, let alone outside it. It is time now to 

let them speak for themselves. In my ‘Afterword’, taking up again 

the same two threads, I shall raise further questions about the 

desirability both of focusing on meritocracy and of focusing on 

benefiting the least advantaged.

Notes
1. From: Unleashing Aspiration: the Final Report of the Panel on Fair Access to the Profes-

sions July 2009. In references below ‘Full Report’ refers to this document, at http://

www.cabinetoffice.gov.uk/media/227102/fair-access.pdf; and ‘Summary Report’ 

refers to Unleashing Aspiration: Summary and Recommendations of the Full Report at

http://www.cabinetoffice.gov.uk/media/227105/fair-access-summary.pdf. The panel 

http://www.cabinetoffice.gov.uk/media/227105/fair-access-summary.pdf
http://www.cabinetoffice.gov.uk/media/227102/fair-access.pdf
http://www.cabinetoffice.gov.uk/media/227102/fair-access.pdf
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was set up by the UK government with cross-party and independent membership; 

its conclusions do not represent government policy.

2. Though within this field some relationships do seem evident: for instance, in the 

United Kingdom the proportion of finance directors of companies who have 

attended independent schools is similar to that of judges and senior barristers.

3. In the United Kingdom there are some differences in educational policy and 

legislation between England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland. Since these 

differences do not affect the arguments of principle in this book, reference has 

been made for convenience to ‘the UK system’ throughout.

4. See, for example, Tooley (2003) ‘Why Harry Brighouse is nearly right about the 

privatisation of education’, which discusses several works by Brighouse including his 

School Choice and Social Justice (Oxford: Oxford University Press 2000).

5. To describe Tooley as UK-based may be slightly misleading. Shortly before writing 

his contribution to this volume he had been based in India for two years, promoting 

the setting up of small non-government schools.

6. The notion of ‘effort’, used rather glibly in discussions of meritocracy from Michael 

Young’s The Rise of the Meritocracy (1958) onwards, stands in need of greater efforts at 

conceptual clarification than it has yet received. For further discussion on justice in edu-

cation of people with special needs see Lorella Terzi’s Special Educational Needs (2010).

7. Rawls’ actual theory is very much more sophisticated. Among the best introductions 

that do not ignore the complexities are Brighouse’s own in Justice (2004) and Kym-

licka’s in Contemporary Political Philosophy: An Introduction (2002).
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Educational Equality and 
School Reform

Harry Brighouse

Introduction
When the IMPACT editorial team approached me in 1999 to write 

a pamphlet, I knew exactly what I wanted to write about; an essay 

criticizing the extent to which English schools were able to choose 

pupils under the new settlement established after the 1988 Education 

Reform Act. There were many grounds on which to criticize this, 

but the grounds I chose were that what I called ‘the new selective 
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schooling’ violated an important principle of educational equality. 

I still think that much of the philosophy that was in that pamphlet 

was right, but some of it was wrong, and much of the commentary 

on policy that was right is now out of date because the UK govern-

ment has inconsiderately passed two major pieces of legislation on 

schooling since that time.

So when the IMPACT team recently approached me to ask if 

the pamphlet could be turned into a book, I felt that it was 

inappropriate to leave it unrevised. I wanted to get the philosophy 

right, and also to broaden the policy focus. Soon after its publication, 

George W. Bush signed into law the Elementary and Secondary 

Education Act of 2001, popularly known as No Child Left Behind 

Act (or NCLB). NCLB is the first major piece of federal legislation 

concerning education for two generations, and it pushes the US 

education system in some of the same directions as the UK system, 

as well as in some rather different directions. Whereas when I com-

pleted the original pamphlet I was anticipating a temporary move 

to the United Kingdom, and the Philosophy of Education Society 

of Great Britain (PESGB) wanted direct focus on UK policy, I have 

now spent almost my entire adult life in the USA; I am much more 

familiar than I then was with the system of schooling in the USA, 

and, due to policy changes in the USA, the differences between the 

systems are less perplexing than they were at that time. So I thought 

it would now be interesting, and possibly even useful, to provide 

some analysis of the US system alongside that of the UK system, in 

the light of a defensible principle of educational equality.

The essay is organized as follows. First I provide a brief account 

of the main design features of the UK and US educational systems, 

with two purposes in mind: providing an overview for readers 

unfamiliar with the system, and identifying the features of each 

system that appear to be most complicit in the production of edu-

cational inequality. Then I provide a brief argument for a principle 

of educational equality that I believe has a good deal of moral 

force; but I also provide an account of some of the values that, 
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I think, constrain how governments should pursue educational 

equality. I then identify specific features that inhibit educational 

equality, and discuss reform proposals, which are not, of course, 

original to me, that would ameliorate equality, without jeopardiz-

ing other important values. In brief, although some other values 

are so important that efforts to achieve educational equality should 

not jeopardize them, this leaves ample moral space for govern-

ments to pursue educational equality aggressively. I have quite 

deliberately disregarded the preference of some readers to be able 

to read only about the country they inhabit, or that interests them, 

mainly because it was more natural for me to write in this, 

more integrated, way, but also because I think that even if you 

are interested in just one system, it can be illuminating to learn 

something from systems with which you are unfamiliar.

The relationship of this essay to the pamphlet I wrote over a 

decade ago will be uninteresting to anyone sensible enough not to 

care about my own intellectual and political biography. But for 

anyone who does care, the earlier pamphlet is probably more like a 

good-natured yet flawed great aunt, than a parent, to this essay. 

Suffice to say that, at the time of writing, I think that what I am 

saying here is all true, and that enough of what I said there is 

mistaken to need correcting.1

How the education systems contribute 
to educational inequality
The formal design of the education systems of the USA and the 

United Kingdom are about as different as could be. I’ll describe the 

US system pre-NCLB first, then describe the changes that NCLB 

seems to have made. Then I’ll describe the UK system, in the course 

of which I shall draw the relevant contrasts with the US system.

About 60 million children attended school in the USA in 2008, 

with about 88 per cent attending public (state) schools, the remainder 

in private schools. Public schools are, for the most part, provided 
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by the 14,000 school districts, and funded by a combination of 

local, state and federal taxes. The main source of local funding in 

the vast majority of districts is a real estate tax; states typically top 

this up, in many cases according to a formula that attempts to 

offset somewhat the unequal funding intrinsic to the source of 

the local tax. In some states this additional amount is as low as 

20 per cent of funding throughout the state, in others it accounts 

for more than 60 per cent of funding. The federal government 

also provides funding through NCLB ($25.3 billion in 2006), and 

specifically for special education through the Individuals with 

Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) (nearly $12 billion in 2005). 

The proportion of both state and federal spending on education 

has increased over the past 20 years, but gradually, and in a way 

that has not fundamentally altered the structure of funding 

or power.

The predominance and source of the local funding combines 

with residential patterns to ensure that although federal govern-

ment spending targets need and, in most states, state funding 

is designed partly to offset inequalities, in the USA a great deal 

more government money is spent on educating advantaged than 

disadvantaged children even during the compulsory years. States 

vary a good deal in how much they spend on education: consider 

the gap between high spending New York and New Jersey 

($14,884 and $14,630 respectively in 2005–06) and low spending 

Mississippi and Arizona ($7221 and $6472 respectively) (US 

Census Bureau, Public Education Finances 2006, from table 6). But 

to some extent this inequality is deceptive; the lower-spending 

southern states have lower cost of living, and teachers tend not to 

move between states very much for pay raises. The more striking 

disparities are within states, between districts which are likely to be 

competing with each other for the same labour pool. In Wisconsin, 

the spending gap between the district at the 95th percentile of 

spending and the district at the 5th percentile was $3500 in 1998, 

about one third of spending in the higher spending districts; in 
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Illinois the gap was more than $5000, meaning that the higher 

spending districts were spending more than twice as much as the 

lower spending districts (Biddle and Berliner, 1993, p. 5). To close 

in on what the disparities mean consider Cleveland, Ohio, and one 

of its suburbs, Pepper Pike. The Orange City Schools in Pepper 

Pike spent $17,442 per pupil in 2005–06, in an affluent community 

with a median household income of $133,316 (in the 2000 census) 

and only 2.6 per cent of children below the poverty line. By con-

trast the Cleveland schools, serving a community with a median 

household income $25,928 and with 37.6 per cent of children 

under 18 below the poverty line (in the 2000 census), spent only 

$11,073 per pupil (Biddle and Berliner, 1993, p. 5).2

State-by-state and district-by-district inequalities of spending 

are easy to observe and quantify, even once federal funds are 

counted in. More difficult to quantify are inequalities within 

districts; but they are not insignificant. Teachers in most larger 

districts are unionized, and in most union contracts it is districts, 

rather than schools, that employ teachers. Union contracts usually 

require that when a post comes vacant it must be posted first only 

to current district employees, and that qualified teachers have 

the right of transfer by seniority. At the same time, because of 

socio-economic residential segregation within districts, schools 

have different populations. More experienced teachers (who 

are better compensated and qualified) are therefore likely to 

concentrate in schools in which working conditions are easier; 

in particular they are likely to exit schools with relatively high 

concentrations of high-need pupils.

Does the private sector bear a significant responsibility for 

educational inequality? It is hard to tell. In contrast with some 

other countries (the United Kingdom in particular) the greater 

part of the private sector in the USA is not elite, but provides, at a 

low cost relative to the public sector, schooling with a spiritual 

dimension which is unavailable in the public sector. Diocesan 

Catholic schools in particular have a social mission which results 
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in them having, school by school, a socio-economic mix that much 

more closely resembles the comprehensive ideal than most public 

schools, which serve segregated neighbourhoods, can achieve. 

There is an elite sector – the kinds of schools which leading national 

politicians and businessmen send their children to – but it is small. 

On the other hand, private schools enjoy, and exercise, a crucial 

power; the power to refuse admission to and/or expel the most 

difficult children to deal with. Public schools have no such power; 

they are the educators of last resort, and there is no clear analysis 

of exactly how much of a cost this imposes on them relative to 

private schools.

Children are normally allocated to public schools by neigh-

bourhood; most children, even now after more than 35 years 

of experimenting with school choice, attend the school that is 

designated by the school district as the school that children from 

their neighbourhood attends; and the designated public school 

is required to admit children within that neighbourhood, and 

cannot expel any child unless that child persistently breaks rules. 

This is the neighbourhood schooling model. Since the early 1970s, 

and especially since the early 1990s, alternatives to neighbourhood 

schooling have emerged throughout the USA, varying from schemes 

allowing choice within the public school districts to schemes creating 

alternative ‘choice’ schools that are quasi-autonomous (Charter 

Schools) and, in a few cases, small schemes in which children 

in need have the choice to opt out of the public schools and into 

private schools funded by vouchers. It is common, but misleading, 

to designate these alternative schemes ‘school choice’ schemes. 

I will follow this designation, but want to explain why it is mislead-

ing. The neighbourhood schooling model was already a choice 

model, because people have choice over which neighbourhood 

they live in, and for many parents who are relatively advantaged 

one of the key factors they weigh in making this choice is neigh-

bourhood school quality. In other words, though school choice is 

not direct, it is nevertheless built into the surrounding institutions. 



Educational Equality and School Reform 21

What is more, whereas in direct school choice systems there is 

some transparency, and the parents of more advantaged children 

cannot collude to exclude less advantaged children from the desired 

school, in the neighbourhood choice model they do exclude less 

advantaged children by driving up the value of housing within the 

catchment area boundaries of a ‘good’ school making attendance 

unaffordable for less advantaged parents.

Things are different in the United Kingdom. Whereas in the 

USA, the main loci of power over schooling are the district, which 

hires and allocates teachers and raises most of the funds, and 

the State, which sets regulations and supplements funding, in the 

United Kingdom the loci are the central government, which sets 

regulation, negotiates salaries, and, effectively, provides almost 

all the funding, and the school itself where school principals are, 

effectively, chief executive officers.

Since the reforms of the 1980s the formal system for allocating 

children to schools has been a formal choice system; parents must 

register choices among schools at both the primary and secondary 

level, and the schools in question must select which pupils to 

admit, using transparent and well-publicized criteria. This is a big 

difference between the US and UK systems, and it also represents a 

substantial change from the settled system of 1944–88 in the United 

Kingdom, during which children were allocated to schools mainly 

according to where they lived.

Some critics of the choice system argue that it represents a 

form of selective schooling. After the 1944 Education Act most 

education authorities divided children between academically 

oriented ‘Grammar’ schools and vocationally oriented ‘Secondary 

Moderns’ at the age of 11 on the basis of their performance of a 

written intelligence test. From the 1960s this system was phased 

out almost everywhere, and replaced with the comprehensive 

secondary schooling that will be more familiar to most non-UK 

readers, and even to most UK readers under the age of 50. The 

11-plus was criticized on many grounds: 11 is too young to predict 
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academic aptitude with any accuracy; the tests used were extremely 

crude; 75 per cent of children were already labelled ‘failures’ before 

their teen years; a society which ensures that its elite will have no 

contact with those they serve from an early age corrodes social 

solidarity. But the end of selection gave rise to fears about a loss 

of academic excellence, and fuelled the anxieties of middle-class 

parents whose children the 11-plus had heavily favoured.

The charge that choice is selection by the back door at least 

coincides with the intentions of Kenneth Baker, the architect of the 

1988 Act, who has said: ‘I would have liked to bring back selection 

but I would have got into such controversy at an early stage that the 

other reforms would have been lost.’ When asked if he understood 

that parental choice and the funding formula would kill off 

comprehensive schools he replies, ‘Oh yes. That was deliberate. In 

order to make changes, you have to come from several points’ 

(Davies, 1999a).

And there is certainly something in the dynamic of the choice 

system that admits for selection. Writing in 1999, Nick Davies 

describes the effects of parental choice on two schools in Sheffield:

There was a surge of anxiety about falling academic standards and 

a new wave of old-fashioned racial hostility . . . Abbeydale Grange 

suddenly found itself the scene of a full-blooded white flight . . . the 

school which had once boasted 2,300 pupils had been abandoned 

by almost all of the white middle class and was left with fewer than 

500 pupils. In the White Highlands, Silverdale was booming . . . 

Middle class parents fled from Abbeydale Grange and bought their 

way into Silverdale’s catchment area. No poor family from the 

north-east could afford to make the move. . . . poor children at 

Abbeydale Grange outnumbered the affluent by more than 3–1. 

Affluent children at Silverdale outnumbered the poor by the same 

factor. . . . Neither school is now comprehensive in anything but 

name. (Davies, 1999b)

An early study by Sharon Gewirtz, Stephen J. Ball and Richard 

Bowe entitled Markets, Choice and Equity in Education3 helps to 
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articulate how choice facilitated selection and, ultimately, educa-

tional inequality. Gewirtz et al. looked at the operation of the 

1988 reforms in three overlapping local education markets in 

London. Their research looked at both the demand side – how 

parents chose schools – and the supply side – how schools attracted 

and selected pupils. Data consisted of interviews of parents, inter-

views of administrators, governors and teachers in the schools, 

interviews of administrators at the Local Education Authorities 

(LEAs) involved, and various materials pertaining to school enrol-

ments, choices, school performance indicators and LEA planning 

meetings.

On the demand side they found a distinct difference, correlating 

strongly with the social class and educational background, in the 

ways parents choose. They distinguish three classes of choosers.

‘Privileged, or skilled’ choosers , mostly better educated parents, were 

better able to understand the public sources of information, including 

the information offered by the schools themselves. They display ‘a marked 

scepticism about the attempts at impression management involved in 

the production of school prospectuses and in the organization and choreo-

graphing of open evenings and school tours’ (Gewirtz et al., 1995, p. 32). 

They are much more likely to take control of the process of choice, and less 

likely to allow their children to make the choice themselves. They also 

display a consistent concern with the social origins of the likely peer group, 

and an interest in having the child among bright children.

Semi-skilled choosers are less aware than the skilled choosers of the need to 

find a good match between the school and their child: as Gewirtz et al. put 

it, ‘the process of school choice is abstract, more a matter of finding the 

“good” school rather than the “right” one’ (Gewirtz et al., 1995, p. 44).

Finally the least well-educated or ‘disconnected’ choosers ‘almost always 

began with, and limited themselves to, two [schools]. These would be schools 

in close physical proximity and part of their social community [whereas the 

skilled choosers tended to arrive at two schools after a winnowing process]’ 

(Gewirtz et al., 1995, p. 45). The disconnected choosers do not talk about 

child personality or teaching methods, but focus on ‘factors such as facilities, 

distance, safety, convenience, and locality’ (ibid., p. 47).
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Gewirtz et al. conclude that the unequal sophistication of 

parents as choosers in the educational marketplace bodes ill for 

educational equality. Prima facie we would expect that the worse 

choosers would get worse schools for their children, and that 

the privileged children of privileged choosers will tend to con-

gregate together in schools where they can transmit advantages to 

one another. It should be easier to teach them than the children of 

the less skilled choosers, and if school budgets are responsive 

almost exclusively to the age and number of pupils in the school 

we would expect the per-pupil allocation of effective educational 

resources to be greater in the schools with more privileged pupils.

Of course, these expectations of inequality could be confounded 

by unexpected behaviour on the supply side. If, for example, 

schools all sought a mix of socio-economic class and of ability-

levels within the school body, they would be likely to differentiate 

their kinds of outreach so as to attract all kinds of chooser, and 

would adjust their admissions policies similarly.

However, Gewirtz et al. found that the supply side responded to 

the reforms in a way that would lead us to expect inequality. Some 

school management teams embraced the need to market their 

school with enthusiasm, others embracing it as a necessary evil in 

the light of the changed environment. But the incentives were clear, 

and most schools were pursuing, to a greater or lesser degree, 

the more desirable pupil base: pupils who are identified as able, 

well-motivated and middle class, and especially girls and children 

with South Asian backgrounds. These are the pupils viewed most 

likely to improve the test scores which will serve as the performance 

indicators which will be used to attract further desirable applicants 

in the future. Even management teams deeply committed to some 

sort of comprehensive ideal were forced by the logic of the market 

conditions they faced and the content of their ideal into this sort 

of marketing: a comprehensive school without able pupils and 

middle-class pupils is not a comprehensive school, but a lower-tier 

school in a selective system.
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The behaviour on the demand and supply sides interact to 

produce inequality: when schools have discretion over admissions 

and are not rewarded materially for admitting pupils who are 

difficult to teach, they will naturally aim for the more easily 

teachable pupils; and if the parents of the more easily teachable 

pupils are able to identify the best schools for their children we can 

expect inequalities to emerge.

That schools aim at the more easily teachable pupils leads 

to two distinct kinds of cleavage, each of which compromises 

educational equality. First, children from wealthier and better 

educated homes tended to concentrate in particular schools while 

children from lower-income and less-well-educated homes con-

centrate in others. There was, in other words, the tendency to class 

segregation illustrated by Nick Davies’s report. Second, though, 

higher-achieving and lower-achieving children were increasingly 

segregated, as under the grammar school system. Popular schools 

were able to fill their places from the preferred groups. These 

schools then needed fewer resources than others because the 

children were less expensive to teach. The sting in the tail is that 

the funding formula of the time ensured that these schools have 

even more effective resources per pupil than the schools which 

need more. Fixed costs were a much greater part of the school’s 

costs than was recognized by the funding formula, and a school’s 

funding was keyed to the number of pupils it attracts, so that 

each child brought a fixed marginal sum. So a popular school’s 

marginal income would exceed its marginal costs, allowing it extra 

effective resources to spend on its already advantaged pupils. But 

an unpopular school’s fixed and marginal costs might well exceed 

its total income, so that resources would be diverted to the running 

costs of the school.

The Gewirtz et al. study identifies systemic tendencies, but I want 

to issue three important cautions. First it is not a comparative study 

between the egalitarianism of the new system and that of the old. 

The researchers quote Kenneth Clarke’s ironic comment that when 
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the comprehensive schools replaced academically selective schools in 

the 1960s ‘selection by mortgage replaced selection by examination 

and the eleven-plus route was closed for many bright working-

class boys and girls’ (Gewirtz et al., 1995, pp. 9–10). In the pre-1988 

arrangements, even without de jure choice, there was de facto 

choice as there still is in the USA: wealthier parents could purchase 

houses in the catchment areas of desired state schools, opt for the 

private sector, or use their talents at working the system to have 

their children accepted to their preferred school. Those most 

advantaged by the new reformed system are precisely the same 

people who could take best advantage of the previous system. 

Whether they are more advantaged by the new system than the old 

is open to question. Second the data was collected from 1991–94, 

some time after the reforms had been introduced, but before the 

effects of the reforms were in any way settled. It is possible that 

some of the phenomena they observed reflected transitional issues. 

Third, and most importantly, after the Labour Party entered 

government in 1997, they introduced a series of major reforms, 

which have diversified the choice system and, in many cases, have 

significantly mitigated the inegalitarian aspects of the choice 

system. I shall talk about these in the final section where I propose 

reforms.

What is educational equality and why 
does it matter?
So far I’ve deployed a vague concept of educational equality, 

focusing mainly on unequal quality of resources in school. This is 

a standard focus of debate in the USA, where funding is unequal 

and correlates not with need but with advantage. In the United 

Kingdom where, by contrast, funding targets need, but where 

nevertheless more disadvantaged children perform much less well 

than advantaged children on any reasonable measure of academic 

achievement, debate focuses more on the quality of the schools 
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themselves, the character of the peer group the children have in 

school, and the broader social environment (including the family) 

influencing learning and upbringing. So it is time to offer, and 

defend, a more precise conception of educational equality.

We cannot just pick and choose what we care about. The 

conception of educational equality I develop here matters for 

moral reasons, and that is why I deploy it in the argument. Other 

moral reasons sometimes conflict with educational equality; 

and when they do we have to make moral judgements about how 

to trade the different values off against one another. I’ll elaborate 

some of those sometimes conflicting values in the next section.

The intuitive case for educational equality rests on an intuition 

about what it takes for a competition to be fair. Modern industrial 

societies are structured so that socially produced rewards – income, 

wealth, status, positions in the occupational structure and the 

opportunities for self-exploration and fulfilment that come with 

them – are distributed unequally. Education is a crucial gateway to 

these rewards; a person’s level and kind of educational achievement 

typically has a major influence on where she will end up in the 

distribution of those potentially life-enhancing goods. It is unfair, 

then, if some get a worse education than others because, through 

no fault of their own, this puts them at a disadvantage in the 

competition for these unequally distributed goods.

So the intuitive case for educational equality is fairness-based; 

more specifically, it depends on the idea that, in order to be 

legitimate, inequalities should result from fair procedures. The 

dominant understanding of educational equality in contemporary 

Anglo-American political discourse is meritocratic. Think of the 

call, in the USA, to ‘eliminate the achievement gap’ which, if 

understood strictly, demands that there should be no difference 

in achievement between children born into lower or higher socio-

economic classes.4 In the United Kingdom successive Secretaries of 

State for Education have called more explicitly for the elimination 

of any influence of social class on educational achievement.5 The 
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best understanding of the principle is what we shall dub the 

meritocratic conception of educational equality.

The Meritocratic Conception: An individual’s prospects for educa-

tional achievement may be a function of that individual’s talent 

and effort, but it should not be influenced by her social class 

background.

This is very demanding. Given what we know about the influence 

of social class on achievement, for example, it seems to require that 

considerably more resources be spent on educating children from 

lower socio-economic backgrounds than on children from more 

advantaged backgrounds, and that these resources be spent 

effectively. In other words, it appears to imply some form of 

weighted student funding, in which effective spending is inverse to 

advantage. It also strongly suggests that measures going beyond 

the education system should be adopted. If it is not known how 

to educate large numbers of children who are raised in relative 

poverty to the levels that can be achieved by more advantaged 

children in the same society, for example, the principle demands 

the elimination of child poverty.6 If, as some researchers argue, 

aspirations to educational achievement are strongly influenced 

by the educational level of the neighbourhood in which a child 

is raised, then the principle suggests measures to integrate neigh-

bourhoods by educational level (Ainsworth, 2002).

Demanding as it is, the meritocratic conception of educational 

equality may nonetheless seem insufficiently egalitarian to some 

readers. It is concerned to eliminate unfair inequalities in pros-

pects for achievement between children of different class back-

grounds but it is entirely silent about inequalities in prospects for 

achievement between children with different levels of effort and 

talent. If it is unfair for a child’s prospects for achievement to be 

influenced by her social origins, why is it fair for them to be influ-

enced by her natural talent (which is entirely beyond her control) 

or level of effort (which is itself heavily influenced by familial and 
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neighbourhood factors)? Thoughts along these lines may exert 

pressure in the direction of a more complete, and radical, concep-

tion of educational equality:

The Radical Conception: An individual’s prospects for educational 

achievement should be a function neither of that individual’s level 

of natural talent or social class background but only of the effort 

she applies to education.

After all, no one deserves the talents they were born with, or that 

those talents, whatever they are, should be socially valued. This 

radical conception of educational equality may look completely 

implausible, requiring as it seems to a levelling down of potential 

achievement to the level that the least talented can achieve. In fact, 

as I shall argue in the next section, when put in its proper place in 

educational justice, it does not have this implication. I’ll add, as 

an aside, that despite the apparent demandingness of the radical 

conception relative to the meritocratic conception, in the USA the 

education system expends far more resources per pupil on 

children with disabilities than on children who are socially 

disadvantaged; in fact, social disadvantage gives a student no claim 

to extra resources (despite the fact the more advantaged children 

have more resources spent on them) whereas ‘natural’ disadvan-

tage does.

Focus for the moment on the meritocratic conception. 

Standing alone, it permits, although it does not require, consider-

able inequality of both educational resources and educational 

achievement, as long as those inequalities do not track social 

class. For example, it is consistent with concentrating resources on 

those who have high levels of talent and motivation, with the 

aim of producing very high levels of achievement for them, while 

leaving those with lower levels of talent and motivation to fend for 

themselves with, presumably, low levels of achievement. It would 

be equally consistent with this conception to concentrate resources 

on those with very low levels of talent and motivation, in order to 
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produce more equal levels of achievement across the board. The 

conception simply doesn’t tell us. I call it meritocratic, because 

it meshes well with the demands of supporters of meritocracy to 

reward talent but not class background; we describe it as a con-

ception of educational equality because it is closely connected to 

Rawls’s principle of fair equality of opportunity. But, alone, it 

rejects only one source of inequality. However, as I shall show, 

when it is put in its proper place, together with other principles it 

guides us more precisely.

I should mention two objections to the intuitive argument. The 

first is that we do not, intuitively, think there is anything wrong or 

unfair about people entering competitions with different levels 

of ability; intuitively we think that among competitors the most 

talented, hard working and lucky person should win. Certainly, 

among competitions that are voluntary to enter. But the labour 

market is not a voluntary competition; most of us are compelled to 

enter it, or pay the price of social exclusion and poverty.

The second objection is that society is not a race: there is not 

‘one Grand Racetrack on which we are all bidden to run’ (Lomasky, 

1987, pp. 180–1). Of course, society is not a race. But our society is

relevantly like a race. The distribution of the benefits of social 

cooperation is structured to reward those who do well and 

penalize those who do badly in competitions they have no feasible 

alternative to participating in. Different ways of organizing society 

create different status hierarchies and different reward schedules, 

which reward different developed talents. Whether someone 

achieves high status or income depends not just on their own 

talents and what they do with them, but on the design of the social 

institutions they are lucky, or unlucky, enough to inhabit. Consider 

the remarkable incomes that top sports players earn in contempo-

rary developed societies; the talents they have developed command 

the rewards they do for many contingent reasons for which they 

can claim no credit, including the entrenchment of the sport at 

which they excel in the culture of the society, the technology of 
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television which enables them to reach very large audiences, the 

level of economic development which makes available substantial 

amounts of discretionary income and time, and low high-end 

marginal tax rates. However good they are, the exact amount of 

their income depends on the luck of being better than others. 

The very good British comedian Mike Winters displayed his under-

standing of this when he praised his more successful competitors 

Morecambe and Wise by saying ‘It’s the kind of act that comes 

along once in a lifetime; but why did it have to be in my lifetime?’; 

a perhaps more glaring example concerns Steffi Graf, whose 

winnings in the 12 months from April 1993–April 1994 were 

more than double her winnings in April 1992–April 1993 (and 

her earnings more than quadruple), not because her absolute 

quality of play improved but because in April 1993 her main rival, 

Monica Seles, was taken out of the tour by being stabbed by a 

deranged fan.

Notice two things about the meritocratic conception of educa-

tional equality. First, it does not support a principle of equal 

educational resources, if that principle is understood to mean that 

the government spends equally on each child in school. As we have 

said, it seems clearly to require that the government spends more 

resources on children disadvantaged by their class background 

than on children advantaged by theirs. Of course, there is another 

sense in which the government, in spending additional resources 

on those disadvantaged by class, is attempting to achieve equality 

of educational resources; it is simply compensating for the 

inequality of educational resources provided by the family and 

neighbourhood. But there is no support in this conception for the 

idea of equal government spending per child in schools. Second, 

even having put more radical conceptions aside, the barriers to 

achieving educational equality [on the meritocratic conception] 

are enormous. Its demands are such that it is hard to see how to 

achieve it in the USA today, for example, in which child poverty 

rates are over 20 per cent, in which residential segregation is 
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endemic, where only children raised in households in the upper 

half of the income profile have secure access to high-quality health 

care, in which at least 50 per cent of children experience family 

break-up during their childhood, and in which income inequality 

is extreme compared with other wealthy countries.

How much does educational 
equality matter?
Some readers will be tempted to argue that educational equality 

does not matter, because achieving it would require us to do things 

that are impermissible. Let’s take a simple example; imagine two 

children, Ron Glum and Barbara Lyon. They are equally naturally 

talented, but Barbara is raised in a well-functioning and loving 

family by well-educated parents who spend a lot of time with her, 

structure her home life in a friendly but disciplined way, and are 

committed to her education and her long-term development (not 

just her cognitive development, but also her emotional and moral 

development). They surround her with books, they put her to bed 

at a regular and early time each school night, and feed her healthy 

food in appropriate amounts, discuss her school work with her, 

and provide her with a range of extracurricular activities that 

challenge her. Ron, unfortunately, is raised by parents who rarely 

speak to him, have no interest in his cognitive development, and 

evince a hostile attitude to the school he attends. What would it 

take to equalize their prospects for educational success? Almost 

certainly it would require either neglecting Barbara in a way that 

would be emotionally damaging, or intervening in Ron’s family in 

a way that would alienate him from his parents. And some children 

are raised in families much more hostile than Ron’s to education 

and schooling. Removing them, and Barbara, from the family 

home at an early age and putting them in state-run institutions 

which carefully treat them completely equally might be the only 

way to equalize their prospects. Isn’t this a decisive argument 

against meritocratic educational equality?
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No. It just does not follow from the fact that in order to achieve 

X you would have to violate value Y that X doesn’t matter. X might 

matter a lot, just not enough to justify violating value Y. Consider 

equality and economic growth, and suppose that fully achieving 

equality would completely undermine economic growth. Suppose, 

further, the economic growth is very important. Does this mean 

that equality does not matter? No; it simply means that we should 

not monomaniacally pursue equality, instead pursuing it only 

in so far as doing so does not undermine economic growth 

unacceptably. Of course, economic growth might be so important 

that we are never justified in pursuing equality at all at the expense 

of economic growth, but even if that were true it would not mean 

that equality did not matter, only that we live in a world in which, 

unfortunately, something more important always prevents us from 

pursuing it.

Seeing this helps us to refute a common argument against the 

radical conception of educational equality. The radical conception 

calls for equal prospects for educational achievement between 

people with different levels of natural talent. But some people are 

born with considerably less cognitive ability than others, and for 

some of them there is a very low ceiling on the level of achievement 

they could reach, regardless of what educational resources were 

spent on them. You might think that equal educational prospects 

between them and people with perfectly ordinary levels of talent 

were impossible, but that seems unlikely; in order to equalize 

prospects we could severely damage the more ordinary children by, 

for example, lobotomizing them. To do this would be seriously 

morally wrong for several reasons, including that children have a 

right to physical and psychological integrity. Educational equality 

is not as important as that right, which is why the right presents a 

barrier to achieving educational equality. But this does not mean 

that the radical conception fails to pick out a value that should be 

pursued as far as is permitted by the constraints imposed by other 

important values.
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I’ve offered no reason here to think that equality matters at all,

and some readers will no doubt think that it doesn’t – in which 

case there is no need to worry about any real world conflict with 

economic growth.7 But I have offered reasons for thinking that 

educational equality matters. If achieving it fully would involve 

compromise of other values, we need to know what those values 

are, whether the reasons for them mattering are strong enough 

that they should take precedence in any trade-off.

Let’s consider three values that are sometimes in conflict 

with reforms that would advance educational equality. I’ve chosen 

the first two because they are frequently used in public, and 

in scholarly, debate to ground objections to equality-promoting 

measures; I’ve chosen the third because, although it is rarely 

explicitly mentioned, it is sometimes used implicitly, and I think 

it is a very important value.

Family values
Few people argue seriously that the USA’s school system realizes 

any kind of ideal of educational equality. But what they do argue is 

that the measures that would be required to make it more equal 

would diminish parents’ freedom to control their children’s educa-

tion as they see fit. Nathan Glazer’s review of a recent book by 

Jonathan Kozol puts this objection succinctly:

To be sure, the case for both [racial] integration and equality of 

expenditure is powerful. But the chief obstacle to achieving these 

goals does not seem to be the indifference of whites and the non-

poor to the education of non-whites and the poor . . . Rather, other 

values, which are not simply shields for racism, stand in the way: the 

value of the neighborhood school; the value of local control of edu-

cation and, above all, the value of freedom from state imposition 

when it affects matters so personal as the future of one’s children. 

(Glazer, 2005, pp. 12–13)

Glazer hints at a very strong reading of the value of parental 

freedom; one that actually has a good deal of resonance with, for 



Educational Equality and School Reform 35

example, the provision of the Universal Declaration of Human 

Rights that parents have a ‘prior right to choose the kind of educa-

tion that shall be granted to their children’. If we understand this 

right as absolute it acts as a very strong constraint on attempts to 

achieve educational equality. Assume for a moment that some 

measure of racial integration is needed to achieve democratic com-

petence, and that a child’s peers constitute part of her education. 

On the strong reading parents have a right to demand that their 

children be educated only with peers of the same race, or in ideolo-

gies that are fundamentally undemocratic.

Egalitarians might be tempted to respond by saying that no 

freedom is really at stake here, but that seems to me to be a mistake. 

Freedom really is restricted; some action or actions are specified 

which the parent is not free to take. The interesting question is 

whether she has a right to perform the action that she is prevented 

from taking. Many measures infringe freedom and are none the 

worse for that. We are barred from bribing trial judges even on 

behalf of our own children; candidates for political office in most 

countries are restricted as to how much of their own money 

they can contribute to their own campaigns; taxation restricts the 

individual’s freedom to use all of her market-earned income as 

she might like.

Simply saying that some measure restricts someone’s freedom 

does not show that it is wrong. The answer to the question ‘Why 

shouldn’t I be allowed to spend my money on trying to save my 

child from being convicted of a crime she committed?’ is that 

fairness requires the criminal justice system to be insulated from 

background inequalities of wealth. In this arena, fairness trumps 

freedom. The answer to the question ‘Why shouldn’t I be allowed 

to spend my money buying my child a superior education to that 

which others get?’ is that in order for it to be fair the competition 

for socially licensed benefits must be similarly insulated. The 

burden of proof is on the opponent of the measure supporting 

equality. Mere demonstration that some measure inhibits freedom 
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is insufficient to impugn it. The objector must show that the 

measure violates some basic liberty: some freedom to which we are 

entitled as a matter of justice.8 Establishing that we are entitled to 

a particular freedom requires one to show that it is necessary 

to some basic human interest in a way that gives others a duty to 

respect it. So the objection from parental liberty has to shift 

to offering grounds for the parental liberty, and showing that it 

can bear the weight that the objection places on it.

The best way of doing this, I think, is to note that parents have 

a very powerful interest in maintaining the value of the family, 

and to argue that mechanisms designed to equalize or desegregate 

violate that interest. How powerful this move is depends on what is 

included in ‘the value of the family’. I don’t have the space here to 

give a full answer, so will just sketch an idea that I have developed 

much more fully, with my collaborator, Adam Swift, elsewhere 

(Brighouse and Swift, 2006b, 2009). Our account focuses on the 

interest parents and children have in being able to have intimate 

relationships of deep connection with one another. We think that 

children have a compelling interest in being raised within families, 

by adults who are charged with overseeing their interests in cogni-

tive, physical, emotional and moral development, and in seeing to 

their independent interest in having a good childhood. We also, 

however, believe that most adults have a very powerful interest in 

being able to play this fiduciary role for some child or children, 

because being in the kind of relationship that parents typically 

can be in with children makes a distinctive contribution to their 

flourishing for which no other relationship can substitute. This 

justifies allowing parents to spend a good deal of time with their 

children, and to express partiality towards their children in a range 

of ways. We think, for example, that reading bedtime stories to 

one’s own children (and not, if one doesn’t want to, to other 

people’s) is something one has a right to do, even at some cost 

to educational equality. Why? If we were prevented from doing 

that sort of thing with our children we would be deprived of the 
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opportunity to create and maintain a valuable familial and loving 

relationship with them. Similarly, it seems obvious that parents 

must have distinctive rights to share their values and enthusiasms 

with their children. They have the right to take their child to their 

church, and to serve them food that reflects their cultural back-

ground, as long as they are not thereby harming their children (e.g. 

by indoctrinating or poisoning them), and no one else has that 

right. Both parent and child get something distinctively valuable 

from being able to share themselves with each other, and for this 

the parent needs a space of prerogatives with respect to her child.

Does admitting that parents have a very powerful interest in 

being able to forge and maintain close intimate relationships with 

their children mean that when parental preferences come into 

conflict with educational equality, educational equality should 

always give way? No. Think of racist parents, who resist efforts 

to desegregate schools because they do not want their children to 

associate with children of another race. Their preference is clear, 

but it has no weight here: their ability to maintain an intimate 

relationship with their child is not undermined by integrating the 

school classroom. Or think, more controversially, about parents 

who send their children to expensive elite private schools such as 

Eton, Winchester or, in the United States, St Andrews or St Albans. 

Preventing them from purchasing such an advantage for their 

children would not prevent them from having a successful inti-

mate relationship with their child. (Think about it this way: those 

schools, when they reject children whose parents cannot pay 

the tuition, or who do not pass the entrance examination, deny 

those children the advantages of attending the school, but do not 

do the wrong of interfering with the relationship between parent 

and child.)

Giving great weight to family values, as I think we should, has 

the implication that it would be wrong to force all children into 

day-care centres for 12 hours a day, 6 days a week, 50 weeks of 

the year; doing so would simply prevent the establishment and 
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maintenance of intimate parent–child relationships. Similarly, 

requiring parents to live apart from their school-age children for 

10 months of every school year would be wrong, even if it facili-

tated equality. Whatever we do to promote educational equality 

must leave sufficient space for the creation and maintenance of 

valuable familial relationship. But giving great weight to family 

values does allow considerable space for pursuing educational 

equality by, for example, prohibiting elite private schools, desegre-

gating schools by race, or socio-economic class, or abolishing 

academic selection, none of which undermine the ability of families 

to be successful in realizing the values they, uniquely, can serve.

Educational excellence
A second value that is often marshalled against efforts to imple-

ment educational equality is educational excellence. Think of the 

debates about the introduction (and maintenance) of comprehen-

sive schooling in the United Kingdom. Prior to the introduction of 

comprehensive schools, children were sorted (by means of an IQ 

test) at age 11 into academic grammar schools on the one hand, 

and vocational secondary modern schools on the other. Only the 

top 20–30 per cent of performers on the test went to grammar 

schools which were, naturally, beacons of excellence in some sense. 

The concentration of those deemed more academically promising 

and of the teachers with the best qualifications into particular 

schools created an environment in which high achievement was 

common. The comprehensive schools movement objected to the 

early sorting, regarding it as inaccurate and wasteful (not to say 

cruel), and also objected to the idea that we should concentrate 

resources only on some children at the expense of others; promot-

ing educational equality was only one impulse, but it was not 

an insignificant one. Critics of comprehensive schools sometimes 

object that they are less egalitarian than defenders have claimed, 

but they also frequently object to what they see as the loss of 

high-end achievement – excellence.9



Educational Equality and School Reform 39

Sometimes those who cite the value of excellence do so 

because they regard it as valuable for economic growth; I want 

to ignore that thought for the moment, because it does not place 

excellence centre-stage (I shall discuss it in the next subsection). A 

purer version of the value simply notes that education is valuable 

because it facilitates the production of excellence: solving complex 

equations, producing beautiful literature and art, discovering the 

internal structure of DNA; these are excellent things. If we worry 

too much about ensuring that the least advantaged get a fair shot 

at labour market advantage, we jeopardize the production and 

discovery of excellence. The stock of excellence will be diminished 

or, at best, not added to. Suppose (contrary to the assumptions 

of the critics of comprehensive schooling) we discover that abol-

ishing selection at age 11 enhances social mobility (and equality), 

but at the cost that far fewer students perform at the very highest 

level. If this were true, than the value of equality would give us 

a reason to select, and the value of excellence would give us a 

reason not to.

How important is educational excellence in itself? To give even 

a rough answer to this we need to ask why it is important. The easy 

answer – because it enables society to generate benefits such as 

economic growth and technological innovation – assumes that 

excellence does not matter in itself, and I’m postponing the 

most plausible version of that view. In fact, the intrinsic value of 

excellence is more asserted than argued for. Consider John Wilson’s 

suggestion that society should ‘allocate [educational] resources to 

those who can best profit from them’ (Wilson, 1991, p. 29). David 

Cooper similarly says that there is ‘a fundamental human concern 

with the attainment, in whatever field, of excellence; the concern 

that some should scale the heights’ (Cooper, 1980, p. 54). Cooper 

compares excellence in education with that in athletics and music: 

‘the prime concern of the lover of music or athletics is not with a 

general, marginal improvement in the amateur playing of string 

quartets, or at the times clocked by run-of-the-mill club runners; 
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but with seeing the highest standards of musicianship maintained 

and advanced, with seeing great athletes break new barriers’ (ibid., 

p. 55). He goes on to associate himself with the tradition ‘of those 

who see a prime value of education to consist in the transmission 

and fostering of (certain kinds of) understanding, knowledge, 

critical appreciation and the like for their own sake’ (ibid., p. 57).

I share Cooper’s view that one of the central values of education 

is in transmitting and fostering understanding knowledge and 

critical appreciation. It would be disingenuous for any academic or 

educationalist (and I am both) to deny that they value excellence in 

educational achievement highly, and for its own sake. So I certainly 

value excellence, and I believe this is not because of some cognitive 

error, but a response to the real value that it has, even though 

I can’t give much of a justification for valuing it. But the very fact 

that it is hard to give a reason for valuing it indicates that when it 

comes into conflict with values that we can give powerful reasons 

for caring about those other values should normally prevail.

I would like to make a final comment about the excellence 

objection. Because we are discussing policies, rather than the 

performance of a particular individual, excellence is a property 

of a system, and not just of individual performance. So even if 

excellence were to be weighted heavily in the balance with equality, 

we would need to have a clearer sense than most of those who are 

concerned with excellence give us about what it is for a system to be 

excellent.

Consider the following, highly stylized table, comparing four 

different hypothetical systems:

 System one System two  System three System four

Tony  165 130  90 108
Sid   75 110  90 109
Hattie   90 118   90 110

Total:   330 358 270 327
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Does excellence require choosing the system with the highest 

individual level of achievement? I have only intuitive reactions, 

which I cannot justify, but that I suspect will be widely shared: 

My intuition is that system two is more excellent than system 

one, because it contains considerably more achievement, with 

considerably less mediocrity. System four, which contains almost 

as much achievement as system one, with much less mediocrity, 

also seems more excellent than system one, but less than system 

two. Systems two and four both seem more excellent than 

system three, though certainly less equal. System one seems more 

excellent than system three, but not necessarily better – whether it 

is all-things-considered better depends on facts that the stylized 

example does not give us.

Of course, my stylized example does not exhaust the possibili-

ties: policy-makers may be faced with other, harder, choices; and 

it will never be as clear to them as it is in my example what the 

effects of their policies will be on the distribution of excellence. But 

my figures were chosen not to help guide the policy-maker, but to 

make the point that even if excellence is admitted as a value to be 

weighed against others when there are conflicts, a good deal more 

precision is needed about what it is.

Benefiting the least advantaged
The third value I want to outline is less often appealed to explicitly 

in public debate than the previous two, but it is sometimes appealed 

to implicitly. This is the value of benefiting the least advantaged. 

The basic idea here is that it really matters that social institutions 

should be designed to benefit those who have the lowest prospects 

for having a flourishing life. These include some people who have 

very severe disabilities, and also those who have the lowest incomes 

and lowest places in the occupational structure and status hierar-

chies of a society.

The immediate thought of many readers will be that, surely, it 

is by educating the least advantaged as well as possible that we 
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maximize their benefit, so educational inequality cannot serve 

them, because it just diverts resources to the more advantaged. 

But that is not necessarily true, especially in our, highly unequal, 

world. How might benefiting the least advantaged conflict with 

educational equality? Whereas within a cohort it is reasonable to 

see occupational opportunities and opportunities for income and 

wealth as being zero-sum, the opportunity to live a rewarding and 

flourishing life is not. The opportunities of the less advantaged for 

rewarding and flourishing lives might be enhanced by distributing 

education in ways that violate the meritocratic conception of 

educational equality. Perhaps wealthy parents could be permitted 

to buy unfairly unequal educational opportunity for their children, 

say by paying for them to attend elite private schools, or by paying 

for extensive private tuition. As a result, those children have an 

unfairly better chance of getting the college places, jobs and status, 

to which all are aspiring, than other (similarly talented and hard-

working) children do. But because parents can invest in their 

children, they do so, and so the total stock of human capital in 

society is enhanced; the economy can then harness the productiv-

ity gains, due to that enhanced human capital, to the benefit of the 

less advantaged. Abolishing elite private schools, as the meritocratic 

principle is likely to require in most circumstances, might thereby 

harm the less advantaged over time. This is the thought that is 

hinted at by citing the connection between educational excellence 

and economic growth that I mentioned when discussing excellence; 

that excellence may benefit the least advantaged by promoting 

growth. Or, consider the possibility that the resources needed 

to combat the powerful campaigns of wealthy parents against 

egalitarian policies and to prevent them from evading their effects 

are so great that it would have been better, for the less advantaged, 

to expend those resources directly on programmes designed to 

enhance their prospects for flourishing. Adopting these measures 

to pursue meritocratic educational equality might, then, come into 

conflict with benefiting the least advantaged.
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How important is it to maximize the prospects for flourishing 

of those whose prospects are least? I take the view that it is very 

important, certainly more important than ensuring that people 

who have similar levels of talent and willingness to exert effort face 

similar prospects for educational success. My reasons for thinking 

so are basically John Rawls’s reasons for advancing his so-called 

difference principle (to which my principle of benefiting the 

least advantaged is obviously closely related). The design of social 

institutions should be justifiable to all who live under them. But 

there is a deep arbitrariness to the distribution of particular talents 

and behaviours, and those who lack the talents, or are not well-

socialized into the behaviours, that a particular society rewards 

have much less access to the fruits of social cooperation than 

others. A reward schedule is justifiable to those who face, unfairly, 

worse prospects from it, to the extent that it can be shown that 

someone else would have worse prospects than they do if any other 

set of social institutions were adopted. Although Rawls himself 

officially elevates a principle of fair equality of opportunity above 

the principle of benefiting the least advantaged, I find his reasons 

for doing so rather weak, and in his final comment on this matter 

he admitted as much (Rawls, 2001, p. 163 fn 44; cited in Brighouse, 

2004, p. 57).

None of the above-mentioned values gives us any reason to 

reject the value of educational equality. What they give us reason to 

do is to consider whether particular measures designed to pursue 

educational equality jeopardize their realization in a way that 

is unacceptable. Whether a particular measure jeopardizes the 

realization of some value is fundamentally an empirical matter, 

one that is often hard to determine. Whether a given level of 

jeopardy to a value is acceptable or not depends on how important 

that value is relative to the value with which it conflicts in the 

circumstances. So we cannot fully evaluate education policy at 

the bar of educational equality without making some conjectures 

about the effects of policy on these other values and making 
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judgements about how important they are compared with educa-

tional equality. To reiterate, I think that the values of family life 

and of benefiting the least advantaged are more important than 

educational equality, but that, once it is detached from the value 

of benefiting the least advantaged, educational excellence, even on 

the systematic interpretation I have given it, is less important than 

educational equality.

Moving towards educational equality
Both the USA and the United Kingdom experience considerable 

educational inequality. In both countries reforms that would 

diminish it without jeopardizing other very important values are 

available, but different reforms are appropriate to the different 

contexts. So I shall divide my comments by country. I recommend 

reading both sections.

But first, the United Kingdom and the USA share two features 

which impair any school-based efforts to achieve educational 

equality. They both have very high rates of child poverty compared 

with other wealthy democracies and they both have high levels of 

income and wealth inequality compared with some other wealthy 

democracies. Child poverty matters not because poor children 

intrinsically cannot learn, but because in wealthy countries with 

high rates of child poverty poor children tend to grow up in homes 

which experience high levels of stress and in communities which 

lack the social resources that support learning, in which criminal 

and self-destructive behaviours are modelled and in which peer 

pressures (to which adolescents in particular seem to be extremely 

susceptible) tend to disvalue learning. High levels of inequality of 

income tend to exacerbate this effect, because the larger the income 

gap the easier it is for those with higher income to segregate their 

social lives from those with lower incomes, and thereby to deprive 

the children of those with lower incomes of their casual support.

I am surprised how often people seem to be sceptical of this claim. 

Most people who do well in formal schooling have numerous 
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experiences which, if they reflected on them, they would realize 

were not enjoyed by those who did not do well out of schooling. 

For myself, I don’t remember my parents helping me with home-

work as a child, but they did provide me with the space and quiet 

to do homework, and they emphasized that doing homework well 

was important; more important than other things I might want, 

or they might want me, to do. I’m also reasonably confident, 

having discussed it with them, that if they had thought it would be 

educationally valuable for me to be helped with homework they 

would have done so – that is, they made a conscious choice, given 

their knowledge of me, that I would learn better if they did not 

help me directly, and, unlike many parents, they had both the 

time and the educational background, to help me effectively if 

necessary. But there is a stark example where I got crucial help 

thanks to their inserting our lives into a network of social advantage. 

When I was 15 I took an O-Level exam (for American readers 

this was rather like an AP exam) in mathematics, in two papers on 

successive days. After the first exam I knew I had done badly, and 

identified the particular skill I lacked, which would be vital for the 

next day. My parents suggested that I call a neighbour, who was a 

professor of aeronautical engineering, and who owed me a favour 

because every year I provided him with batting practice prior to 

his annual department cricket match. After two hours of expert 

coaching, I scored excellently on the second half of the exam. (He, 

unfortunately, never scored excellently in his cricket match, but 

I like to think that reflected the quality of his natural talent, rather 

than that of my coaching.)

My success was due to my access to the network in which the 

help could be provided; membership of that network depended on 

living in a small community of people of similar social positions, 

who made friends with one another and not with people who were 

both socially, and geographically, distant from them. A child 

whose neighbours include numerous people with college educa-

tions and several who are professors is in a very different situation 

with respect not only to their access to help, but also the kinds of 
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expectations about how adults conduct their lives, from one only a 

minority of whose neighbours have graduated from high school. 

Compare my experience with that of a 9-year-old whose family 

appears in Annette Lareau’s recent, but already classic, ethno-

graphy, Unequal Childhoods. Wendy Driver, one of the subjects, 

goes to the dentist with her mother, Debbie, and her brother, 

Willie. The dentist

says that Willie has two cavities ‘on his permanent teeth’ and she 

tells Debbie ‘He needs to brush, especially in the back teeth.’ Wendy 

‘has tooth decay. Let me show you on the X-ray’. Debbie glances at 

the X-ray and nods. ‘The decay is on her temporary teeth, but you 

are between a rock and a hard spot, because leaving them in 

will cause potential damage to her permanent teeth . . .‘ Debbie 

does not seem anxious or upset at this news of cavities. (Lareau, 

2003, p. 216)

The reason for Debbie’s lack of anxiety becomes clear in the next 

exchange:

Debbie tells Willie, ‘You have two cavities that have to be filled.’ She 

tells Wendy, ‘You have to have two teeth pulled.’ Wendy asks, ‘Do 

I have cavities?’ Debbie says, ‘No.’ (Lareau, 2003, p. 216)

Wendy’s mother, in other words, does not equate the term ‘tooth 

decay’ with ‘cavity’ (Lareau, 2003, p. 216). In this particular story 

there are no consequences; but it is a symptom of the more general 

disadvantage Wendy faces that when she encounters obstacles in 

her health and academic life her mother is far less well-equipped 

than mine were to provide the guidance that enables her to over-

come them. Most readers of this book are relatively advantaged, 

and most have experienced obstacles to success in the way that 

I have, rather than in the way that Wendy (who is now in her 

twenties) has. This is not a matter that school-based intervention 

in highly segmented and unequal societies can readily remedy, and 

it is a core influence on unequal educational prospects.
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The USA and the United Kingdom both have very high rates 

of child poverty compared with other wealthy countries.10

And poverty is bound to impede educational equality. Richard 

Rothstein explains this much-disputed but obvious truth well 

enough to be worth quoting at length:

If you send two groups of students to equally high-quality schools, 

the group with greater socioeconomic disadvantage will necessarily 

have lower average achievement than the more fortunate group.

 Why is this so? Because low-income children often have no health 

insurance and therefore no routine preventive medical and dental 

care, leading to more school absences as a result of illness. Children 

in low-income families are more prone to asthma, resulting in more 

sleeplessness, irritability, and lack of exercise. They experience lower 

birth weight as well as more lead poisoning and iron-deficiency 

anemia, each of which leads to diminished cognitive ability and 

more behavior problems. Their families frequently fall behind in rent 

and move, so children switch schools more often, losing continuity 

of instruction.

 Poor children are, in general, not read to aloud as often or 

exposed to complex language and large vocabularies. Their parents 

have low-wage jobs and are more frequently laid off, causing family 

stress and more arbitrary discipline. The neighborhoods through 

which these children walk to school and in which they play have 

more crime and drugs and fewer adult role models with professional 

careers. Such children are more often in single-parent families 

and so get less adult attention. They have fewer cross-country trips, 

visits to museums and zoos, music or dance lessons, and organized 

sports leagues to develop their ambition, cultural awareness, and 

self-confidence.

 Each of these disadvantages makes only a small contribution 

to the achievement gap, but cumulatively, they explain a lot. 

(Rothstein, 2008)

We know that some schools with low-income populations ‘beat 

the odds’ by getting them to perform well on tests and achieve at a 

level high enough to secure employment and perhaps even college 

places, but we also know that these schools are extremely rare, and 



Educational Equality48

that we do not know how they beat the odds. We just do not know 

of reliable technologies for educating high proportions of high-

need students to high levels of achievement.

The conclusion I draw from these observations is that there is 

something naïve in hoping that educational equality can be fully 

achieved through measures directed solely at schools. A balanced 

or, as one movement in the USA calls it, a ‘broader and bolder’ 

approach will integrate school reform with efforts to end child 

poverty, integrate housing patterns by social class and, in the USA, 

provide reasonably high quality and easily accessible health care 

coverage for all children (see www.boldapproach.org [accessed on 

22 November 2009]).

There is some disagreement about how much, if at all, the 

current UK government has managed to reduce child poverty. But 

it has, at least, adopted reduction of child poverty as a central goal, 

and it has also signalled a commitment to the broader and bolder 

approach of integrating child and family welfare policy with 

education policy, not least by reorganizing the government depart-

ment formerly responsible for education into the Department for 

Children, Schools and Families (DCSF). As of the time of writing no 

such commitment has been forthcoming from the US government, 

although there are signs that President Barack Obama favours such 

an approach. But what is clear is that the kinds of extra-school 

measures that would facilitate educational equality are not going 

to be swiftly enacted, and even if they were their effects are 

long term. So it is not quixotic to focus on school-oriented mea-

sures that would work alone to ameliorate educational inequality, 

and in harness with other measures to move substantially towards 

educational equality.

Admissions
The first issue concerns admissions. In the analysis of the UK 

school choice system the key problem is not, in fact, choice, but 

admissions policy. The way that the unequal quality of choosing 

www.boldapproach.org
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generates segregated schooling is because schools have a good deal 

of freedom over whom to admit. In the USA, neighbourhood 

schools have no freedom over whom to admit, but parents have 

a great deal of choice; they can simply purchase a house in the 

catchment area of the school they want their child to attend, 

and thereby secure admission; this has the collateral effect of influ-

encing house prices to exclude children of parents who cannot 

afford to buy into the same neighbourhood.

The longest-lived school voucher system in the USA, the 

Milwaukee Parental Choice Program, deployed a lottery system to 

prevent schools from doing exactly the kind of cherry-picking that 

Gewirtz et al. discern in the UK system. This effectively deprives 

schools of power over who enters the school. It does not constitute 

a restriction on parental choice; it represents a restriction on 

the power of schools to choose students, which is a very different 

matter. And, because markets in schooling are intrinsically highly 

imperfect, given that in any given market only a few providers 

can be viable, the lottery helps to restore market conditions 

by mimicking one of the features of a perfect market, that firms 

cannot set prices or choose customers.

Since I wrote the earlier version of this essay several secondary 

schools and one local authority in the United Kingdom have 

adopted lotteries for admissions, and the government and the 

Office of the Adjudicator have restricted very considerably 

the power of schools to select students across the board (except in 

the very few authorities that retain academic selection at age 11).11

So I believe that things are moving in the right direction with 

respect to admissions, if too slowly.

In the major cities achieving heterogeneity in schools would 

require that children be bussed around the city, since neighbour-

hoods tend to be class segregated. In some rural areas it may 

simply be impossible to achieve heterogeneity even with bussing, 

since the catchment areas may be impracticably large. I suggest 

that the DCSF, which would be charged with overseeing this 
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requirement, should be allowed to give waivers from the requirement 

to schools in sparsely populated areas. But the necessity for 

increased travel expenses in urban and suburban areas troubles me 

less. Travel expenses are made necessary by two things: parental 

choice and class-segregated housing. The heterogeneity requirement 

would create a long-term incentive for city planners to integrate 

housing, which would be a good thing in itself. But more impor-

tantly, if the market in schools is going to produce efficiency 

benefits, parents should not face unequal barriers to making their 

choices. One of the reasons Gewirtz et al.’s disconnected choosers 

seek the closest school is that the opportunity costs of sending 

their children to a distant school are much higher for them 

than for the skilled choosers. Parents must bear the costs and 

inconveniences of sending their children to distant schools, which 

costs comprise a much greater proportion of disposable income 

for poor than for wealthy parents. They therefore constitute a 

greater barrier to those parents, and a serious inequality and 

market imperfection. Increased travel costs to the LEA are a 

prerequisite of making the market in schools more efficient.

In the USA, if anything, school populations are more segregated 

by social class than in the United Kingdom. This is because school 

district boundaries themselves closely align with the boundaries 

between wealthier and poorer communities, and because within 

most districts the main mechanism through which parents 

exercise choice is through the housing market, a process in which 

wealthier families have a built-in advantage. I shall postpone 

discussion of formal school choice to the subsection on ‘Choice’; 

for the moment three things are worth mentioning. First, that 

increasing the socio-economic heterogeneity of schools is possible 

through mechanisms other than choice, including catchment area 

boundary changes, twinning schools and bussing students between 

them, and, in the longer term, inclusionary zoning policies that 

require new housing developments to include mixed housing 

stock. Second, though possible, increasing heterogeneity through 
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these mechanisms is politically difficult; it requires tremendous 

political will, and will always encounter serious resistance from the 

families that benefit most from the status quo. Third, and most 

depressingly, in the US context in particular, heterogeneity within 

schools is not enough. Non-rural middle and high schools in USA 

are typically very large: 2,000 to 3,000 students in a high school 

(which children attend for only four years) is typical in urban and 

suburban settings. In that environment, within which students 

typically have a great deal of choice over what classes to take, 

schools will have socio-economically segregated classrooms unless 

they make heroic efforts to prevent that outcome, and parents will 

engage in a cold war over resources within the school, a war 

in which wealthier and better educated parents are considerably 

better armed.12

Funding
The second issue concerns school funding. To put the situation 

simply, to educate students who face the most barriers to achieve-

ment to the same level as those who face the fewest barriers 

takes more money and resources. Higher need students need 

better teacher:student ratios, they need extended school days and 

schooling during the summer which replicates the enjoyable and 

casually educational experiences that upper-middle-class students 

get from expensive summer camps and spending time with their 

highly educated families and friendship networks. They need 

teachers who are at least as good and experienced, if not more so, 

than the teachers of other students.

The obvious response is to adopt a system of weighted student 

funding. Rather than granting schools a fixed per-pupil sum, 

governments should provide funds that are proportional to the 

need of the student. The Netherlands has long had a publicly 

funded school choice system that deploys a weighted student 

funding system; weights are assigned to the characteristics of 

students’ families, so that immigrants bring more funding, as do 



Educational Equality52

children from low-income families and of parents who did not 

complete their compulsory education. Economist Herbert Gintis 

has proposed a similar system in the context of a school choice 

system, and a few state governments in the USA now use a 

weighting formula targeting socio-economic background when 

supplementing local funding to districts. Here is a simple 

description of the idea, taken from a manifesto signed by leading 

education reformers in the USA, most of whom, interestingly, 

are regarded as conservatives:

Under WSF, the per-student amount varies with the characteristics 

of the child. Students with added educational needs receive extra 

funding based on the costs of meeting those needs. The amount 

attached to each student is calculated by taking a base amount and 

adding money determined by a series of ‘weights’ assigned to vari-

ous categories of students. These weights could take the form of 

dollar amounts: an extra $500 for a student in one category, $1,000 

for a student in another. Or they could be expressed in proportional 

terms, with students in a high-need category generating, say, 1.4 or 

1.5 times the base level of funding. Either way, the concept is the 

same: students with higher levels of need receive more ‘weight’ in 

the funding system. As a result, the schools they attend end up with 

more dollars. (Thomas Fordham Institute 2006)

Another variant is proposed in a recent paper from Policy 

Exchange, a UK think tank associated with the Conservative Party. 

Rather than identifying a number of qualities that merit weight-

ing, the authors recommend the simpler method of adding £3,000 

to the funding for each child who qualifies for free school meals. 

The simplicity of the scheme makes for ease of implementation, 

and, more importantly, transparency for the schools and their 

managers, so that, if £3,000 turns out to be enough, they have a 

reduced incentive to seek out and prefer more advantaged 

students. The Policy Exchange proposal, unlike many, does not use 

eligibility for free and reduced school meals as the sole indicator of 

disadvantage, but uses a variety of indicators, including, crucially, 
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an index of concentration of disadvantage in the neighbourhoods 

where the students live (Freedman and Horner, 2008).

Weighted student funding would require a much larger change 

in the USA, where substantially less public money is spent on 

educating disadvantaged than on educating more advantaged 

students, than in the United Kingdom where more is already spent. 

Exactly how much more is hard to work out, because the funding 

formulae are opaque, but one UK government minister estimated 

that schools with high concentrations of high-need children 

already get about 100 per cent more per student than schools with 

only relatively advantaged children. This is a good deal more than 

the 1.4, or 1.5, mentioned in the excerpt from Fund the Child 

above, and even a 100 per cent premium comes nowhere near to 

producing educational equality. Working with a dataset from 

the National Longitudinal Survey of Young Men (NLSYM) and a 

conception of educational equality consistent with my own, Julian 

Betts and John Roemer find that in order to equalize the educa-

tional prospect of black and white men in the relevant cohort 

spending on black boys would have had to be 9 times that on 

white boys (Betts and Roemer, 1998). Furthermore, there is deep 

instability in state-level funding formulas, because they are highly 

sensitive to political shifts, and the resistance of constituencies in 

high spending school districts. The ideal reform would be one 

in which the federal government took on more of the burden of 

funding (which it has already been doing, slowly, over time) and 

targeted funding directly to schools, almost entirely with the 

purpose of compensating for disadvantage.

The problem with calculating the right weighting from the 

egalitarian perspective is that it requires a central planner, but 

central planners do not know enough about what additional 

resources are required for educating needy students. Weights 

are bound to be determined in the context of fiscal and political 

constraints rather than scientifically, and my guess is that progres-

sive politicians would do well simply to press for the highest 
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weights that are feasible in the circumstances. I do not think there 

is a scientific alternative; policy decisions are made by politicians 

who have to be sensitive to what can be done, and are constrained 

by what it already in place. But Julian Betts has offered a thought-

experiment for thinking about the weights, drawing on the 

experience of energy markets (Betts, 2005). Imagine a school 

choice system, in which schools have unconstrained choice among 

applicants. First fund the schools equally on a per-student basis. 

Then distribute ‘trade-able’ rights to admit highly advantaged 

students; and allow schools to auction those rights. Schools would 

then be forced to figure out how much they valued the money they 

were spending relative to the highly advantaged children they 

wanted. We don’t know what the outcome would be. At one end 

of the spectrum you’d have schools with high concentrations of 

advantage and not much money; at the other end of the spectrum 

high concentrations of disadvantage and loads of money. It would 

probably take a few years for administrators to work out what the 

real costs of disadvantaged children were; but they would have a 

powerful incentive to work it out. It doesn’t take a great deal of 

imagination to see that in both the USA and the United Kingdom 

this method would generate very large weights.

Choice
What is the place of school choice in systems devoted to educational

equality? There is a very strong, and regrettable, tendency on the 

left to see choice as the enemy of equality and therefore to assume 

that choice should have no place in an egalitarian policy frame-

work. The observation that choice is the enemy of equality is, 

I should say, true. The purpose of choice in the provision of public 

services is to trigger competition which is, in turn, supposed to 

improve performance of the competing units. In order for choice 

to have the benefits claimed for it with respect to quality it must 

have the side effect of compromising equality; if it did not then 

it could not yield the efficiency gains that purportedly justify it. 
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If choice is going to be used to improve provision of these services 

it must be because better providers are chosen by more people. 

Those who choose the worse providers get worse provision. The 

better and worse providers have to compete. Over time this should 

produce improvement (if markets work as their enthusiasts claim). 

But at any given time there will be better and worse providers – 

those who have the worse providers are worse off (in one relevant 

respect) than those who have the better providers.

In fact there are reasons to be sceptical that choice will yield 

substantial efficiency benefits in schooling. Enthusiasts for school 

choice tend to overestimate the quality of information that parents 

have, and to underestimate (or even ignore) the transaction costs 

consumers face, and the power that producers have in educational 

markets. They tend to assume, in other words, that markets in 

schooling can be more perfect than they really can be.

Think first about the quality of information. The UK govern-

ment goes to great lengths to produce good quality information 

for parents about the quality of the schools they are choosing 

among. For over 20 years the government has constructed an 

elaborate set of league tables comparing schools by looking at the 

scores of children in various tests at key ages. The states involved 

in NCLB are, rather slowly, moving in the same direction. But these 

tables in the UK case include weightings of the significance of dif-

ferent tests which are, at best, counter-intuitive, and understanding 

the full import of the tables takes more time and education than 

most parents are willing to give it. Worse, until recently the tables 

were constructed out of raw scores, so told parents something about 

the achievement levels of the students, but nothing very much 

about the quality of the schooling they received. Constructing useful 

value-added tables is difficult. The government has instituted a 

scheme that will, in theory, record all relevant data (test/exam 

results, schools attended and a few other things) concerning every 

pupil from age 4 to 16. If these data were accurately gathered, they 

would, in principle, allow for value-added tables. It is worth 
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emphasizing what a massive data-gathering task this is: for exam-

ple, since we know that socio-economic background is a predictor 

of outcomes, quite detailed data on the (relatively frequent) move-

ments between income deciles of children’s families would be 

needed. There are serious problems concerning the effects of pupil 

mobility, and reasonable doubts that the data can be gathered 

accurately. The UK government has, in fact, adopted value-added 

measures, but has done so without solving these problems (see 

www.dfes.gov.uk/performancetables [accessed on 22 November 

2009]). Even if these problems are overcome, however, there remain 

two insuperable difficulties, as Harvey Goldstein explains:

Schools cannot be summarized by a single value-added score – they 

are differentially ‘effective’ for different kinds of pupil and in 

different subjects.

 More seriously, the numbers are smallish so that sampling error 

gives you very wide uncertainty intervals and this means that 

for anything between 60 and 80% of schools they cannot be 

distinguished from the overall average! Some schools do turn up as 

extreme but will not all do so over time, and it is also very difficult 

to detect schools that are changing consistently over time. In other 

words, for most schools there is no statistically valid way that they 

can be ranked. Even where you do detect an ‘outlier’ there may be 

a good reason for this over which the school has little control. 

(Goldstein, 1997)13

On the most optimistic assumptions, value-added tables will 

help parents avoid (or leap at) the extremes, and not in making 

discriminations between the vast majority of schools that fall 

within the normal range.

Nor is it clear that even good value-added tables give many 

parents relevant information. The relevant information parents 

need is highly peculiar – it is not how good the school is, but how 

high the probability is that it will be good for one’s own child. 

Suppose one knows that one’s child is going to be a high achiever 

in pretty much any school that does not set out to destroy her, and 

www.dfes.gov.uk/performancetables
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has confidence that all the schools in the local area will be adequate 

in that sense; one might seek the school in which she has the best 

chance of having a reasonably sized friendship network, or in 

which she will have the best chance of avoiding a certain kind of 

teasing. One might, alternatively, simply want to make sure that 

she avoids being at school with one or two other particular chil-

dren. Some of this information can be gleaned through informal 

means, but much of it is simply not available at all.

Now consider transaction costs. These are also high for parents, 

and, to make matters worse, they are borne by children. Once a 

child is in a school she will usually be better off in that school than 

moving to another, somewhat better, school, because the move is, 

itself, costly to her educational prospects and her emotional 

well-being. It takes time and emotional energy to make friends and 

it is more distracting from one’s school work to be making new 

friendships than to be maintaining existing friendships. It also 

takes time for a teacher to get to know a child, and to tailor her 

instruction to that child’s needs. One or two transitions during a 

school career may be fine, but a wise parent concerned with her 

child’s prospects and happiness will avoid imposing on her child 

the numerous moves that would be needed for consumer choice to 

have an optimal effect on the quality of producers. Compare this 

with the now trivial transaction costs involved in frequent changes 

in one’s chosen brand of breakfast cereal.

For this reason and others producers (schools) also have a good 

deal of market power. Schools must be above a certain size to be 

viable, so supply is inevitably restricted, and none will be exactly 

what the consumer wants. Any particular consumer has at most 

five or six schools that are realistic for them to use. The highly 

limited supply is a serious market imperfection. It can be dimin-

ished or enhanced, of course, by regulation; neighbourhood 

schooling gives schools more market power than they would have 

some choice systems, the UK practice of allowing various forms of 

selection of students by schools gives them even more power.
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The case for or against any particular version of choice, then, 

has to forgo a generalized optimism about the capacity of markets 

to improve productivity, and must focus specifically on the details 

of the scheme being proposed or defended, and compare it with 

those of other schemes that are on the table with respect to some 

desired goals.

So, after all these negative comments about choice, why do I 

think it unfortunate that left-wing commentators tend to assume 

that there should be no choice in the school system? The main 

reason is simply this. There is no school system without school choice, 

and those who oppose school choice typically ignore the massive, and 

unjust, significance of choice in the pre-existing system. In the system 

of neighbourhood schooling that more or less dominated the 

United Kingdom before 1988 and still predominates in most of the 

USA, children are allocated to schools in a way that is sensitive 

to the choices of their parents: the choice about which house to 

live in. Middle-class and wealthy parents who are unsatisfied with 

their children’s schools have a choice. They can move to the neigh-

bourhood within their district where most of the middle-class and 

wealthy children go. Or they can move to the suburbs, where their 

children’s school will spend, in the USA, considerably more per 

pupil than an inner-city school. Thus do schools segregate by class, 

and neighbourhoods too: the system of neighbourhood public 

schooling in the USA not only reflects, but also contributes to, the 

segregation of neighbourhoods. If schools segregate by race, and 

the school district or districts involved can be implicated by the 

courts, something can be done. But mere segregation by class 

is written into the structure of US public schooling. In effect, 

neighbourhood schooling with local funding, is a huge voucher 

system, in which the size of the voucher is roughly proportional to 

the income level of the community in which the child lives, and 

in which only those who can afford to move house can choose in 

which school to use the voucher.
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Formal school choice schemes do not introduce choice into the 

way that children are allocated to schools; they redistribute choice. 

Some formal choice schemes redistribute choice in an even less 

egalitarian way; for example, several US states have inter-district 

choice schemes in which children can attend schools in different 

districts but, usually, only if there is spare capacity after the 

children from that district have all, already, been admitted; given 

the superior access to information and transport of upper-middle-

class parents they are the only people likely to make use of this 

choice. But other formal systems of choice, such as those which 

target vouchers to children from low-income homes, or those 

which require all parents to register choices, offer to pay for 

transportation, and limit the ability of schools to select students 

have real potential for being more egalitarian than the pre-existing 

status quo.

Accountability
The Conservative legislation of the 1980s in the United Kingdom 

introduced, gradually, increasing requirements on schools to 

publish the academic results of students, and from 1997 the 

government started to gather quite detailed individual-level data 

on students. There had long been a system of school inspections 

(modelled on the factory inspections introduced by the Factory 

Acts in the nineteenth century) but whereas the inspections had 

previously been designed to identify very bad practices, and 

to spread good practices, the regime developed in the 1990s 

increasingly made public fine-grained judgements about the 

relative performance of schools. A similar movement in the USA 

lagged several years behind, but gradually became more monomani-

acal than the UK system in its focus on how well children performed 

on tests of basic skills; and the debates around accountability were 

less sensitive to issues about the reliability and validity of the 

statistical methods used to measure school performance. In 2002 
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George W. Bush signed the only significant piece of domestic 

legislation of his Presidency, the so-called No Child Left Behind 

Act (NCLB), which introduced moderate accountability require-

ments, operating through the states.

The accountability systems in both countries are quite complex, 

and this is not the place to make a comprehensive evaluation of 

either system, nor to make elaborate suggestions for reform (see 

Rothstein et al., 2008). For what it is worth, I hold the now (writing 

in 2009) more-or-less consensus opinion that NCLB was very 

badly designed and requires dramatic reform; and I also believe 

that significant reform is needed in the much better designed 

system in the United Kingdom. But I also believe that some form 

of accountability is necessary if we expect schools to play a role 

in reducing educational inequality in a highly unequal society. So 

I want to discuss two specific issues, both of which are common to 

the two systems.

The first concerns the requirement, in NCLB, that data be pro-

vided on the performance of children from different demographic 

groups, including those from different ethnic groups, and different 

socio-economic backgrounds. NCLB requires that schools improve 

the proportions of students who achieve ‘proficiency’ in certain 

basic skills, as measured by tests at different grade levels, rather 

than requiring that they improve the mean level of performance 

on some scale.14 By requiring that data be disaggregated by ethnic 

group and socio-economic class (something that very few states 

did beforehand) it highlights the performance of those groups, 

and creates a pressure for improving their performance. In doing 

so it has established a counter-pressure to the normal operation of 

power within a localized system of power over schooling. Local 

control favours the educated, the wealthy and the articulate; not 

only because they can segregate themselves into separate districts 

and get better funding for their children’s schools, but because 

when they are in the same district as less wealthy, educated and 

articulate parents, they can deploy their schools to get advantages 

for their kids. Consider the following rather stylized example: a 
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district has two schools, Carter Elementary, with a 25 per cent 

poverty rate, and Reagan Elementary, with a 90 per cent poverty 

rate. The (very good) principals of both schools retire and the 

Superintendent has only one very good, and one mediocre, princi-

pal to replace them with. Prior to NCLB what are his incentives? 

Assigning the very good principal to Carter Elementary keeps the 

Carter parents satisfied; they are the parents who will lobby hard if 

their school is assigned a sloppy principal, whereas the Reagan 

parents will spend much less time talking to the principal and 

monitoring her performance, and a significant proportion of them 

lack both the confidence to make complaints and the skills to 

articulate their complaints effectively if they do. NCLB has changed 

his incentives: he is under pressure from the state, and the state 

is under pressure from the Feds, to improve the achievement of 

the lowest achievers, and one factor in that is likely to be the assign-

ment of an excellent principal to the school with high proportions 

of low-income children.

The example above, though drawn from an actual experience, is 

stylized. Without a detailed exploration of the actual decision-

making of Superintendents we cannot be sure how they actually 

respond to the incentives. But Stacy Lee, in her ethnography on the 

ways that Hmong children negotiate their experience of a mainly 

white High School in the US Midwest, reports the following:

Educators who express concern for students of color suggest that 

the inequality among students is related to the inequality among 

UHS parents. These educators point to the power of elite parents to 

control and reproduce elite school culture. Mr. Burns, for example, 

maintained the UHS is most responsive to students from highly 

educated families because their parents pressure the school to serve 

their interests. UHS educators explained that the highly educated 

parents exert a great deal of influence over the school because they 

understand and know how to manipulate the unwritten rules that 

govern schools. These parents know which courses and activities 

will impress college admissions officers, and they make every effort 

to ensure their children have advantages. They know about various 

scholarships and awards and they are invested in helping their 
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children win them. In short, the highly educated parents possess 

the entitlement and the type of cultural capital recognized by UHS 

and by institutions of higher education. Other researchers have 

identified similar patterns of responding to the demand of powerful 

parents. Gitlin et al. found ‘A concern for white parents quickly 

becomes a concern for the school because those parents had the 

economic and social power to make strong demands on teachers 

and administrator.’ (Lee, S., 2005, p. 38)

The concern about developing an accountability system to 

counteract the inegalitarian effects of local control is specific to the 

USA; but a more generalizable point is also worth making, which 

is that educators at every level need good information in order to 

meet the challenge that the educational egalitarian sets them, and 

that includes information about how well children are performing 

at the low end of the achievement spectrum, and about who, 

exactly, those children are. Any successor of NCLB, and any 

revision of the accountability system in the United Kingdom 

should continue to gather individual-level data and ensure that 

there is good demographic information about low-achievers.

The second issue concerns what in the USA are called the ‘bubble 

kids’. The USA and United Kingdom share the problem, though it 

arises in different ways. In the USA, because the aim is ensure that 

more children reach the threshold of proficiency, there are very clear 

incentives to focus resources on children who are close either side 

of that threshold. In the United Kingdom, schools are ranked by 

the proportions of children who attain 5 GCSE’s at grades A–C at 

age 16; again, there is a clear incentive both to focus resources on those 

who are close to the borderline of a C, but also to game the system by 

guiding children to GCSE’s that are easier for them to get C’s in.

Not only are the incentives clear, but there is pretty good 

evidence that the phenomenon at least sometimes occurs. Take the 

following story:

The principal of Earle B. Wood Middle School in Rockville gath-

ered teachers and handed out a list of all the black, Hispanic, 
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special-education and limited-English-speaking students who would 

take the Maryland School Assessment, the measure of success or 

failure under the federal No Child Left Behind mandate.

 Principal Renee Foose told teachers to cross off the names of 

students who had virtually no chance of passing and those certain 

to pass. Those who remained, children on the cusp between 

success and failure, would receive 45 minutes of intensive test 

preparation four days a week, until further notice. (de Vise, 2007)15

My interest here is in what the educational egalitarian should 

make of the phenomenon. Critics object to the incentive to focus 

on the ‘bubble kids’ for a number of reasons. Some are specific to 

the character of the tests involved. For example, training a child to 

do a little better in a standardized test can be a simple waste of 

educational resources, because they are not doing the intrinsically 

valuable learning that standardized tests are supposed to reveal. 

Teaching to a test designed to trigger learning and critical thinking 

as the best of the GCSEs are might be less problematic. And too 

much time spent teaching even to good tests has opportunity 

costs for valuable aspects of education that are not tested; in both 

countries the testing regimes may be crowding out physical educa-

tion and some arts and music education which may be extremely 

valuable for preparing children for enjoying rewarding lives. 

But these criticisms are not specifically about the effects on the 

distribution of achievement or of educational resources. The 

concern about ‘bubble kids’ that concerns me is that teachers and 

schools concentrate resources on the children who are close to the 

threshold, at the expense of other children.

The expense falls on children at the further ends of the spec-

trum of measured achievement. In other words, children who are 

certain to do very well, or certain to do very badly, on the test in 

question get less attention than the children at or near the thresh-

old (‘proficiency’ in the American case, the fifth C grade in GCSE 

in the United Kingdom). The diversion of resources away from 

children who are likely to do very well and towards students who 

are more marginal is to be welcomed from the egalitarian point of 
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view, and although it would be objectionable if it ultimately 

undermined the long-term prospects of the least advantaged, 

given the actual governance structure of schooling, such a radical 

diversion of resources as would undermine the productiveness of 

the higher-achieving children is not a serious worry. By contrast, 

in so far as the focus on ‘bubble kids’ diverts resources from the 

lowest achievers, it has an inegalitarian dynamic. But many if not 

most interventions that target the less advantaged for the sake of 

equality redistribute resources among the less advantaged, and it is 

not always clear that they should be rejected on those grounds. 

This is a general problem for egalitarian reformers. Consider, for 

example, affirmative action. In our circumstances, at least in the 

short-to-medium term, there is a possibility that affirmative action, 

if effective, while benefiting some African Americans partly at the 

expense of some whites, also harms other African Americans by 

resulting in diminished social capital in their communities. If so, 

that is a count against affirmative action, but it does not amount to 

an all-things-considered case against affirmative action, because 

the benefits to the beneficiaries who are, ex hypothesi, harmed by 

the injustice which affirmative action is designed to repair, may 

outweigh the costs to others.

So the effects on the triaged children constitute a real moral 

cost, but not one that suffices in itself to justify condemning the 

system that leads to focus on the ‘bubble kids’. Whether or not we 

should condemn the system from an egalitarian point of view 

depends on how valuable the benefits are to the ‘bubble kids’, and 

how serious the costs are to the triaged children. This, in turn, 

depends on the quality of what is learned. For example, if there is 

no real learning involved in being coached to proficiency, while the 

resources devoted to that coaching would otherwise have been 

devoted to bringing about genuine if small improvements to skills 

of the triaged students, then we should condemn it. If, on the other 

hand, the resources would have brought little benefit to the triaged 

children, and produce real gains in the skill levels of the ‘bubble 
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kids’, then the case against is much weaker. Ultimately, of course, 

the egalitarian focus should be on redesigning accountability 

systems that create incentives for schools and teachers to focus 

resources across the spectrum of less-advantaged students.

Concluding comments
Many more measures would probably help to raise low-end 

achievement. Experiments in extending the school day and the 

school year; designing extended school programmes so that 

they are not just drilling in basic skills, but resemble the kinds 

of experience that middle-class children have in the course of 

their out-of-school lives; devising schools-within-schools for low-

achieving children who are identified as having potential; tutoring 

and volunteer programmes that deploy the resources of the local 

community; programmes educating parents on how more effec-

tively to parent – these are all likely to play a part in comprehensive 

egalitarian reform. The Federal Department of Education in 

the USA has established a research program which allows for 

random-assignment experiments through which we shall surely 

learn a great deal about what works well in particular environ-

ments, and I hope that its UK counterpart will do more in this 

area. But I have refrained from offering a comprehensive egalitar-

ian reform template. Attempting to do so in so short a piece would 

be impossible and presumptuous. Instead, I have offered comments 

on some of the key features of the education system from the 

perspective of concern about educational equality. I have restricted 

my attention to features of the existing system that I believe can be 

reformed without radical transformation either of the education 

system or of society more generally. I believe, in common with 

more radical critics, that to achieve a fully just society or system 

of schooling would require substantially more radical reform, 

but I do not see great prospects for such reform in the coming 

few decades; in the face of that prognosis I see no reason to 
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refrain from advocating the smaller, and feasible, changes that 

would mitigate the educational inequality endemic in our social 

fabric.

Notes
 1. The intellectual influences on my thinking have been too numerous to mention. 

But I would like to acknowledge three people, and one institution, in particular. 

Adam Swift is my collaborator on most of my interesting philosophical work, and 

though he bears no responsibility for any of the errors in this piece, I owe him a 

great deal for getting the philosophical details as right as they are. Daily conversa-

tions with Lynn Glueck about the life of the schools she works in not only prompted 

me to enter the field of philosophy of education, but also have given me a much 

richer sense of the moral and practical issues surrounding educational justice than 

I could otherwise have had. Discussions over many years with Tim Brighouse have 

given me a great deal of respect for the value of implicit knowledge and its value in 

policymaking. Finally, I’m grateful to the Spencer Foundation for the diverse ways 

in which it has supported me in recent years.

 2. The lower figure for urban districts is typically deceptively high. Urban districts 

typically educate higher proportions of students with disabilities, and among those 

with disabilities they have higher proportions of those with serious disabilities, 

than suburban schools; provision for such children is frequently well over 

$50,000 per year for districts in states which participate in IDEA which provides 

funds to states in return for those states imposing on districts stringent legal 

responsibilities to provide for students with disabilities. They are also typically 

responsible for larger proportions of students who must be educated in secure 

units. The Superintendent of a large urban district told me that her most expensive 

student costs her district $350,000 per year; he is educated by court order in a 

secure unit in another state, and her district is liable for the entire cost. The real 

spending on non-disabled non-criminal students within urban districts is typically, 

therefore, considerably lower than the nominal per-pupil figure.

 3. For a more comprehensive discussion of the effects on equality of choice schemes 

in general see Geoff Whitty et al., Devolution and Choice in Education (1998), 

especially pp. 115–25.

 4. I understand that ‘eliminating the achievement gap’ is not usually meant literally. 

The provisions of NCLB require only that no children achieve below a certain 
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threshold, and allow for inequality of achievement above that threshold – hence my 

invocation of the more explicit demands of British Education Secretaries.

 5. This is a central theme of, for example, former Secretary of State Charles Clarke’s 

speech to the Specialist Schools Trust, Pupil-Centered Learning: Using Data to 

Improve Performance (2003) and also of former Schools Minister David Miliband’s 

IPPR pamphlet Opportunity for All: Are We Nearly There Yet? (2004).

 6. See David Berliner, ‘Our Impoverished View of Educational Reform’(2005) 

and Richard Rothstein, Class and Schools (2003) for nice accounts of ways in 

which non-educational reforms might be crucial to improving schools and why 

addressing child poverty might be especially important. For a rich account of 

the unequal preparedness of children to deal with school see Valerie E. Lee and 

David Burkham, Inequality at the Starting Gate: Social Background Differences in 

Achievement as Children Begin School (2003).

 7. See Larry Temkin, ‘The Levelling Down Objection to Equality’; T. M. Scanlon, 

‘The Diversity of Objections to Equality’, and Harry Brighouse and Adam Swift, 

‘Equality, Priority, and Positional Goods’, in Ethics (2006) and the first half of 

G. A. Cohen, Rescuing Justice and Equality (2008) for some arguments that equality 

per se does matter.

 8. For the distinction between freedom and the freedoms we have a right to see 

Ronald Dworkin, A Matter of Principle (1985) chapter 9, and John Rawls’s extensive 

discussion in ‘The Basic Liberties and Their Priority’ (1982).

 9. See Cooper (1980) for an articulate presentation of this objection.

10. In 2000 the USA had a post-transfer child poverty rate of 21.9 per cent and the UK 

had a rate of 15.4 per cent compared with a post-transfer rate of 2.4 per cent, 

2.8 per cent, 3.4 per cent and 4.2 per cent in Denmark, Finland, Norway and 

Sweden respectively.

11. See, for example, ‘Lottery of school places backed’ (BBC News Online, 2009) and 

‘School admissions lotteries should be promoted, councils told’ (The Daily 

Telegraph, 2008). According to the latter story, nine Local Education Authorities 

were using lotteries in some form by late 2008.

12. For a rich and still-relevant study of the choice dynamic within large comprehen-

sive high schools see the brilliant study by Arthur Powell, Eleanor Farrar and David 

Cohen, The Shopping Mall High School: Winners and Losers in the Educational 

Marketplace (1985).

13. Harvey Goldstein, personal communication, 2001. See also Harvey Goldstein, 

‘Value-Added Tables: The Less-than-holy Grail’ (1997) pp. 18–19 and Harvey 
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Goldstein et al., The Use of Value-Added Information in Judging School Performance

(2000).

14. For critical discussion of the understanding of proficiency see Richard Rothstein, 

Class and Schools (2004).

15. See also Booher-Jennings, Jennifer, ‘Below the Bubble: “Educational Triage” and the 

Texas Accountability System’ (2005).
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Shadow of the Reagan Era 

Kenneth R. Howe

Introduction
I accepted the invitation to comment on Harry Brighouse’s 

‘Educational Equality and School Reform’ without a second thought. 

Harry is a leading thinker on matters of educational equality, and 

I am honoured to join him in this volume. With the exception 

of school choice policy, I didn’t anticipate there would be many 

differences in our views. But I was mistaken. I often find the 

prospects for greater educational equality to be more remote and 
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more fraught with obstacles than Harry seems to. Because Harry 

and I share a similarly strong commitment to equality, there is a 

lesson here about the looseness of fit between a general philosoph-

ical orientation and real world education policy.

The organization of my commentary parallels the organization 

of Harry’s essay, with one exception. I do not have a separate 

subsection on admissions policies because I think the issues raised 

are addressed in my coverage of choice. I restrict myself almost 

exclusively to the US education policy scene, a restriction that 

should be understood unless I indicate otherwise.

How education systems contribute 
to inequality
Brighouse devotes his opening section on how the US and UK 

education systems contribute to inequality primarily to funding 

and choice, both of which he revisits in subsequent sections. I have 

no disagreements with what he says about funding in the USA, 

although I think it might have been useful for him to have pro-

vided some mention of the issue of adequacy versus equalization

standards for funding that has received some play in the USA and 

that is particularly relevant to the question of whether educational 

outcomes should be equalized as opposed to (formal) educational 

opportunities. The adequacy standard differentiates funding based 

on what is required to bring children of different needs up to some 

substantive performance standard. It is more egalitarian than 

simply equalizing funding for students, though its practicability 

and legal status are currently quite uncertain.

I do disagree with several things Brighouse says about choice, at 

least as they apply to the USA. For example, he rightly points out 

that neighbourhood schooling is itself a variety of school choice, 

namely, choosing a school by choosing a place of residence. In this 

way parents can collude to exclude less-advantaged students from 

their preferred schools. But he wrongly asserts that parents who 
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send their children to charter schools cannot also collude to keep 

out the disadvantaged. Charter schools and parents can and 

do collude in all sorts of ways, from actively recruiting high-

performing students (sometimes creating a large pool from which 

they then randomly select), to requiring parents to provide ‘sweat 

equity’ in the form of work at their child’s school, to adopting 

admissions preferences for children with legacies, to steering away 

special-education students for ‘lack of fit’, to not having free and 

reduced price lunch programmes, to having explicitly selective 

admissions for gifted charter schools.1 Indeed, laying a choice 

system over a neighbourhood school system can provide an 

additional and easier way for parents to engage in ‘white flight’ 

from neighbourhood schools.

Brighouse cites studies by Davies and Gewirtz et al. that identify 

similar tendencies towards inequality resulting from the 1988 

Education Reform Act in the United Kingdom. But he urges 

caution about these findings for three reasons. First, the same 

people are advantaged by the new system as the old and the 

question whether they are more so is an open question. Second, a 

good deal of time has passed since the data was collected. Third, 

the Labour government has since introduced major reforms. The 

second and third reasons do not apply to the USA. Research is 

ongoing and the results pretty firmly establish that, in general, 

excluding magnet schools with a mission of integration, public 

school choice is having no appreciable effect on overall achieve-

ment (charter schools are exacerbating inequality for low-income 

children) (see National Assessment of Educational Progress 2005; 

Lubienski and Lubienski, 2006; Robelson, 2008); and either has no 

effect on segregation by class and race or, depending on the district 

and State, exacerbates it. Regarding the answer to the question of 

whether the previously advantaged are more advantaged with the 

advent of formal school choice systems, I would say it is quite likely 

‘yes’. With the exception of targeted voucher systems, the expansion 

of school choice in the USA has exacted no costs on advantaged 



Educational Equality74

parents while further enabling those so disposed to segregate their 

children from more needy children (Howe and Eisenhart, 2000; 

Frankenberg and Lee, 2003; Orfield and Lee, 2006).

What is educational equality and why 
does it matter?
The principle of educational equality matters, according to 

Brighouse, because it promotes fairness, in particular, fair compe-

tition for goods to which education serves as the gateway, 

such as income, wealth, status and the self-fulfilment that flows 

from these. This is not a controversial claim in the USA. A general 

commitment to the principle of educational equality, however, 

leaves quite open the questions of how to conceive it more 

precisely, as well as how to weigh it against competing principles 

with which it may conflict.

Brighouse proffers two general conceptions of the principle of 

educational equality: ‘meritocratic’ and ‘radical’. These conceptions 

differ in terms of what they construe to be morally permissible 

sources of educational inequality. The meritocratic conception 

permits educational inequality to result from differences in talent 

and effort but not from social class background. The radical 

conception permits less. It adds talent (and apparently that 

portion of effort that is owed to social class background) to social 

class background as a morally impermissible source of educational 

inequality. Both conceptions permit educational inequality to track 

differences in effort with the possible exception noted above.

Brighouse observes that the meritocratic conception is very 

demanding, in two ways: (1) it requires considerably more resources 

to educate children from lower social class backgrounds; and (2) it 

requires substantially reducing socio-economic inequalities that 

result in educational inequalities that outstrip the abilities of schools 

to overcome on their own. Even so, Brighouse suggests, the merit-

ocratic conception may not be demanding enough. The radical 
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conception may be required because the level of effort children put 

forth in school is associated with their social class backgrounds and 

because no one can claim credit for their natural endowments, these 

factors, too, should be placed with social class background among 

the impermissible sources of educational inequality.

Both of Brighouse’s conceptions are problematic, in my view. 

His meritocratic conception is considerably more demanding – 

more egalitarian – than the conception of merit that has its home 

in the rhetorical context of educational policy-making. Given 

my reading of that context, social class per se is deemed a morally 

impermissible source of educational inequality, but what typically 

flows from it by way of academic talent is not. For many critics in 

education, setting policy on the basis of the principle of merit 

embraces the ‘myth’ of meritocracy, a myth used to rationalize 

inequality. The principle of merit is identified with formal equality 

of opportunity, or non-discrimination, whereby the talented 

among the poor are identified and provided with the opportunity 

to develop those talents, thereby increasing the overall talent pool – 

a general idea nowadays often conceived in terms of the principle 

of maximizing human capital. My point here is not to suggest 

that Brighouse has gotten the meritocratic conception wrong, 

philosophically speaking, much less to defend human capital 

theory as a guide to educational policy. Rather, it is to suggest that 

Brighouse’s conception is philosophically freighted and is likely 

to be mistaken for the more formalist conception of meritocracy 

described above that is often used in the broader education policy 

conversation. He might do better to label his meritocratic concep-

tion the substantive meritocratic conception or perhaps the fair edu-

cational equality conception.

There is a similar rhetorical problem regarding Brighouse’s use 

of the concept of talent, which explains my use of italics in the 

preceding paragraph. It is not altogether clear whether Brighouse’s 

conception of talent encompasses acquired talent in addition to 

natural talent, but it appears not. Otherwise, he wouldn’t be able to 
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distinguish talent from social class background and add it to the 

morally impermissible sources of educational inequality in his 

radical conception of educational quality. But in most cases it is 

very difficult to distinguish between acquired and natural talent on 

the basis of observed performance. One important reason is that 

natural talents must be developed, and often in a timely manner, 

lest the prospects for realizing their manifestation fade. Another is 

the age-old problem of isolating and determining the mix of nature 

and nurture that goes into human performance, which has played 

out most notoriously in IQ testing. If one insists that the idea of 

acquired talent is just wrong-headed, then the same sort of practi-

cal difficulties of identification arise with respect to distinguishing 

latent from manifest talent.

As in the case of his conception of merit, Brighouse’s concep-

tion of talent is likely different from how it is generally understood 

in the education policy arena, where, I surmise, it is construed 

more in terms of its stability (resistance to change) and how well it 

predicts subsequent performance than in terms of its genesis. And 

that conception fits very comfortably with the human capital 

framework described above, which is considerably less demanding 

of educational equality than Brighouse’s framework.

Despite these difficulties, the general idea of natural talent can 

be a plausible and useful one. This is particularly so in the case of 

disability, where it is possible to identify ‘natural’ factors that go 

into an individuals’ performance that are beyond their power to 

control and with respect to which they cannot be held responsible, 

Down’s syndrome, for example. But it is a bit puzzling why 

Brighouse would associate this observation about natural talents 

with a ‘radical’ conception of educational equality in connection 

with US special-education policy. The idea of natural talents serves 

as much – more – to set limits on what is required in the name of 

educational equality as it does to provide an impetus to overcome 

inequality.2 In the case of school children with disabilities, although 

the institution of special education requires responding to special 
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needs, it also often adopts more limited academic goals that are set 

out in ‘individualized educational programs’ (IEPs) tailored to 

natural talents.

Including the requirement to overcome the limitations and 

advantages that flow from natural talents in a conception of 

educational equality is radical indeed, so much so that it is beyond 

the pale.3 That perhaps explains why Brighouse pretty much drops 

it in favour of the meritocratic conception, which, in the current 

context for US education policy-making is plenty radical enough. 

That context is characterized by marked scepticism regarding the 

political legitimacy of government programmes as well as their 

capacity to improve the prospects of the disadvantaged, coupled 

with a denial that occupying a low position in the socio-economic 

structure should serve as an explanation of – an excuse for – poor 

school performance. Growing quite naturally out of these 

premises is an approach to educational policy that isolates the 

institution of schooling from the social and economic structures 

surrounding it. The actors within the institution of schooling – 

educators, children and parents – are the source of responsibility, 

praise and blame for academic performance, and the proper 

target of policy instruments. This is not a context in which the 

(substantive) meritocratic conception can get much traction.

How much does educational 
equality matter?
In a pluralistic, liberal-democratic society, the principle of 

educational equality is bound to come into conflict with other 

values and thus must be weighed against them. Brighouse consid-

ers three such values: family values, educational excellence and 

benefiting the least advantaged.

1. Family values Brighouse argues that it is a mistake to deny, 

as some egalitarians do, that freedom is at stake when parents’ 
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educational choices on behalf of their children are restricted in 

the interests of educational equality. In his view, the principle of 

educational equality does restrict parents’ freedom but there is 

nothing unconditionally objectionable about this because all free-

doms are restricted in some way. Educational equality is associated 

with fairness and in many cases ‘fairness trumps freedom’. Among 

the policies Brighouse defends on these grounds are prohibiting 

elite private schools, desegregating by race or class and abolishing 

academic selection.

The ‘burden of proof ’, according to Brighouse, ‘is on the 

opponent of the measure supporting equality’ (p. 35) to show that 

it violates a ‘basic liberty’ required by justice. He believes this 

burden is met in the case of the strong interest shared by children 

and parents alike in maintaining the intimate relationships that are 

made possible by no institution other than family. Given the nature 

of the interests at stake here, the pursuit of educational equality 

may be curtailed. For example, the pursuit of equality should not 

go to the extreme of limiting how much time parents may spend 

with their children reading to them, in order to prevent those 

children from gaining an educational advantage. And the same 

principle of non-interference applies to parents imparting values, 

enthusiasms and religious beliefs, provided these are not harmful 

to children nor imparted by indoctrination.

This principle of non-interference in the parent–child relation-

ship can be pretty difficult to apply in individual cases, for example, 

the Amish. But all principles encounter hard cases. The more 

general difficulty in my view is that thinkers on the right, and 

maybe even many in what counts for the middle these days, would 

likely disagree with Brighouse’s claim that the ‘burden of proof ’ 

is on those who oppose equality when it conflicts with parental 

freedom. It would be useful to have some more precise way to 

make the determination of when Brighouse’s burden is met. 

For example, what’s to prevent expanding the non-interference 

principle to permit elite private schools on the grounds that 
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maintaining intimacy with adult children requires that children 

whose parents had an elite education, and were shaped by all that 

involves, also need an elite education in order to be similarly 

shaped? (I may be demanding too much here. Perhaps Brighouse 

provides a more precise argument in the collaborative work with 

Swift to which he refers in his essay.)

2. Educational excellence Brighouse makes a quite useful distinc-

tion between individual educational excellence and the excellence 

of an educational system. Individual excellence brings to mind 

‘perfectionism’. Certain intellectual skills have intrinsic value, and 

those who possess the capability and interest needed to develop 

such skills should be supported in doing so by the education 

system. Brighouse affirms the existence of intrinsic educational 

values, but he also believes that in a just education system they are 

overridden by the value of educational equality. He is right about 

both in my view. But promoting the excellence of an education 

system has been and continues to be a much more central issue in 

the education policy arena than promoting individual excellence. 

Indeed, at least since the National Commission on Educational 

Excellence produced A Nation at Risk, in 1983, excellence of the 

educational system has been front and centre.

A Nation at Risk – a product of political climate of the time – 

helped drive a wedge between educational excellence and educa-

tional equality. Then President Ronald Reagan suggested that too 

much had been done in the name of equality, and too fast. His 

administration made a significant retreat from the pursuit of 

equality, including significantly cutting funding (Salamone, 1986). 

The alignment of educational excellence with economic goals also 

helped spur the ascendance of a rough-and-ready form of utilitar-

ian human capital theory (UHCT) as a guide to education policy 

making (Strike, 1985). UHCT poses a significant challenge to 

Brighouse’s intuitions about the trade-offs between equality and 

the total good produced in excellent educational systems.
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UHCT construes education to be an investment from which 

returns, namely, economically valuable knowledge and skills, 

should be maximized. One can’t tell which of Brighouse’s 

hypothetical education systems (p. 40) would be judged most 

excellent by UHCT because we need a least two additional kinds of 

information: (1) what the numbers in the example signify in terms 

of the level of economically valuable knowledge and skills and 

(2) what proportion of people a system develops in each category of 

economically valuable skills. Consider the following two systems:

 System A System B

Employment Category Student %  Econ. utility  Student %   Econ. utility

Prof/Tech (5 utility pts)   35  175  10   50
Skilled (3 utility pts)  35  105 72  216
Semi-skilled (1 utility pt)  15   15  18   18
Unskilled (0 utility pts)  15    0  0    0

Total econ. utility:    295   284

In this example, System A has considerably more inequality 

than System B but is superior in terms of maximizing economi-

cally valuable skills and thus more excellent in terms of a UHCT 

framework. It could increase or decrease its margin over System B, 

depending on how relatively productive the mix of the percentages 

in the employment categories. But this issue is rarely, if ever, 

addressed in a systematic way in education policy-making. The 

strategy, instead, is to push for uniformly high standards – college 

for all policies, and the like – with the ostensive goal of raising all 

boats. It pays little attention to how raising standards without also 

providing adequate opportunities to learn leaves disadvantaged 

students by the wayside. (I’ll return to this issue in the section on 

accountability.)

The problem with Brighouse’s view is not what he says about 

educational excellence, but what he doesn’t say. Among the 
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challenges to equality in the name of promoting educational 

excellence, the UHCT policy framework poses the strongest. It has 

become a driving force in US education policy-making up to and 

including the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB). It sanctions an 

unacceptable level of educational inequality and, ultimately, social 

and economic inequality as well.

3. Benefiting the least advantaged As with family values, Brighouse 

ranks benefiting the least advantaged – including those with severe 

disabilities, low income, or low status – ahead of educational equal-

ity. One might think that the least advantaged could not benefit 

from an arrangement that directed resources away from them and 

towards the more advantaged. But the least advantaged might 

benefit more in the long run by having educational resources 

distributed towards the more academically talented than by 

receiving the resources themselves. For example, distributing more 

educational resources towards the more academically talented 

might result in the development of new gene therapies to help treat 

or eliminate various disabilities, and so forth. And distributing 

educational resources in this way might be accomplished by 

permitting elite private schools. To the extent that such an arrange-

ment would develop human capital that would benefit the 

long run prospects of the least advantaged, Brighouse believes it 

is warranted, despite the fact it would violate the meritocratic 

conception of educational equality by disadvantaging those unable 

to attend the elite private schools who possess levels of talent and 

motivation similar to those who are able to attend.

One can agree with Brighouse’s strong commitment to benefiting 

the least advantaged but disagree with his views on how to respond 

to it. Assuming that elite private schools would benefit the least 

advantaged in the way hypothesized, benefiting the least advan-

taged does not have to be put into direct conflict with educational 

equality if educational equality is given a different interpretation. 

In particular, Amy Gutmann’s threshold conception of educational 
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equality does not require that there be no relationship between 

social class background and educational performance, as Brighouse’s 

meritocratic conception does, but it requires that the influence of 

social class background be sufficiently limited so that all children 

(with exceptions such as the cognitively or emotionally impaired) 

receive an education up to a threshold that enables ‘effective 

participation’ in the political system (Gutmann, 1999). Beyond 

the threshold, various individuals and communities may pursue 

further education at their discretion. There are problems in 

specifying the threshold, of course, and Gutmann arguably gives 

far too little attention to economic considerations. But the general 

framework is a very useful and powerful one that reinterprets 

the principle of educational equality in a less demanding way than 

Brighouse but then does not have to trade it off to benefit the least 

advantaged.

Gutmann’s framework permits private schools to exist along 

side public schools on the grounds they permit (or should permit) 

parental discretion only so far as it does not have the consequence 

of pushing other children under the threshold. And as a practical 

matter, private schools have historically functioned as a safety valve 

for the release of pressure built up from dissatisfied parents. It 

is unwise policy to severely restrict citizens’ freedom to pursue 

their perceived interests when not outweighed by identifiable 

harm, a principle that also leads countries with socialized medi-

cine to permit private health care.4 But should students attending 

private schools gain such a large advantage that they threaten 

to put those who reach the pre-existing threshold at a significant 

disadvantage, the threshold for public education must be adjusted. 

Presumably, Brighouse would hold a similar view regarding elite 

private schools. That is, at some point, it seems, the gap between 

the quality of education provided to children in public schools and 

that provided to similarly talented and motivated children in elite 

private schools would be unacceptably large. (It is likely already so 

for many public schools.) 
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With respect to the least advantaged, where feasible, additional 

resources should be allocated to bring them up to the threshold. 

Where not feasible, they should receive an education tailored to 

enabling them to make the most of their abilities and, consistent 

with the general thrust of Rawls’ difference principle, should 

subsequently be provided with social supports they need to, in 

Brighouse’s words, ‘maximize the prospects for flourishing’ (p. 43). 

This approach has the advantage over the hoped-for spin-off 

benefits of human capital development of focusing directly on 

how to think about educational equality and its limits in the case 

of the least advantaged.

Finally, the value of educational equality is rendered generally 

precarious by Brighouse’s view that permits it to be overridden by 

the value of educational excellence (in the form of the developing 

of human capital), even if constrained by the value of benefiting 

the least advantaged. I doubt that Brighouse would want this 

result and thus am not sure I’ve properly understood him. But 

I see nothing to prevent the same reasoning that Brighouse 

employs to justify permitting elite private schools from also being 

employed to justify practices within the public schools that fur-

ther advantage the already advantaged – such as talent tracking 

and selective admissions on the part of public schools of choice – 

on the grounds that such practices develop more human capital, 

more efficiently. Once the efficient development of human capital 

is permitted to justify the suspension of the requirement for edu-

cational equality, I see no principled barrier to using it to justify 

policies benefiting talented and motivated, easy to educate stu-

dents on that ground. Moreover, the requirement to benefit the 

least advantaged is a very weak constraint in the first place, for 

the connection between the development of human capital by 

elite private schools and betterment of the prospects of the least 

advantaged is quite speculative. Indeed, although the fruits of 

human capital – from antibiotics to safer automobiles – have 

benefited the least advantaged to some degree, they have most 
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benefited the most advantaged. But even in a relatively more just 

society, the benefits of developing human capital would seem to be 

quite diffuse and not specifically linked to any given stratum of 

society. Measures directly targeted at the least advantaged would 

seem to be a much more promising approach to benefiting them 

than a scattershot human capital approach.5

Moving towards educational equality
Following his general discussion of trade-offs between educational 

equality and competing values of family, Brighouse sets the 

stage for his examination of specific educational policy reforms. 

Drawing on the work of Arnette Lareau and Richard Rothstein,6 he 

emphasizes the limited capacity of school reform alone to bring 

about educational equality. He concludes that it is ‘naïve’ to hope 

educational equality can be achieved through measures that focus 

only on schools. On the other hand, although what can be achieved 

by school reform alone is limited, the prospects for a more com-

prehensive approach are not on the political horizon. Thus, it is 

not ‘quixotic’ to pursue school-oriented reforms.

Quixotic or not, school-oriented reform is all that is in the 

offing for the foreseeable future. So I agree with Brighouse that we 

ought to pursue that avenue. On the other hand, we should do so 

in a way that doggedly keeps the issue of limits on the table. Unlike 

Brighouse, I am not surprised that people so often express 

scepticism about whether extra-school factors affect educational 

equality. But I suspect the scepticism is not just about the factual 

matter of whether extra-school factors are related to school perfor-

mance – otherwise, it’s hard to see why the elite devote so much 

effort to manipulating these factors – but also about the moral 

matter of what, if anything, ought to be done to mitigate them. 

Those who deny the need for a more comprehensive approach 

often have more to answer for than naïveté. As Rothstein says (in 

the same piece Brighouse cites), ‘There’s a lack of moral, political, 
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and intellectual integrity in [the] suppression of awareness of how 

social and economic disadvantage lowers achievement’ (Rothstein, 

2008, p. 9).

Funding
Brighouse focuses his discussion of school funding on the idea of 

differentiating or weighting funding according to student need. 

The most needy children receive the highest level of funding and 

the least needy children, the lowest level. I agree with Brighouse 

that weighted student funding (WSF) promotes the value of edu-

cational equality, at least potentially. But I believe its capacity to do 

so is quite dependent on other education policies that are in place 

along with it, particularly choice and accountability systems.

Brighouse cites the Netherlands as having a long-standing 

system of WSF in conjunction with its choice policy. But what 

we need to know about that system is whether it has fostered 

greater educational equality. There are grounds for significant 

doubt. According to work by Karsten et al., the choice system is a 

significant factor in the social class and ethnic segregation that 

characterizes Dutch schools (Karsten et al., 2006), and Brighouse 

agrees that educational equality is a powerful enough value to out-

weigh parental freedom if it promotes segregation. New Zealand 

also had weighted student funding as part of its relatively unre-

stricted school choice system in the late 1990s and also experienced 

significant social class and ethnic segregation attributable to the 

system (see Lauder and Hughs, 1999; Fisk and Ladd, 2000).

In the USA, fundraising can easily undermine the egalitarian 

goal of WSF/choice systems. Parents can choose to send their 

low-funded/high-performing children to schools with similar stu-

dents and then simply add to the government provided resources 

available to their children through fundraising specifically for their 

schools.

It is difficult to know how fundraising would affect the outcome 

of the auction scheme Brighouse asks us to consider. Perhaps 
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parents of high performing children would be willing to accept a 

very large gap between per-pupil funding for their children and 

disadvantaged children and make up the difference with fundrais-

ing. I doubt it, for I believe they would be more likely to demand 

equal funding, as many have in the school district in which I reside 

that has provided extra funding to schools with high proportions 

of disadvantaged students. In any case, the auction scheme would 

surely be affected by the accountability system that was in place. If 

accountability was relatively weak such that it set no minimum 

standard of proficiency that schools would have to achieve for 

disadvantaged children, then the schools’ response might be to 

enrol a relatively large proportion of disadvantaged children 

and use a portion of the additional funding to subsidize the 

educational experience of high performing children. If schools 

were held strictly accountable for producing a relatively high 

standard of proficiency for disadvantaged students, they would 

likely avoid them given any level of additional funding that is 

currently feasible. Under the current NCLB system, for example, 

they would eventually be forced to reconstitute their schools for 

failing to produce the required level of achievement.

Related to the second horn of this dilemma, WSF shares a real 

world problem with the adequacy criterion of educational funding. 

In contrast to the equalization criterion, the adequacy criterion 

establishes differential levels of funding required for differently 

advantaged students to meet some substantive achievement level. 

The problem that the adequacy criterion and WSF share is encour-

aging the idea that educational equality might be achieved if 

sufficient resources are poured into the schools.7 But this ignores 

the profound influence of extra-school resources and sets schools 

up for failure, and when they do fail, encourages setting a limit on 

the degree of educational equality that is attainable short of where 

it should be set. And it also feeds into the funding doesn’t matter

rhetoric that encourages relatively cheap, quick-fix educational 

reforms such as choice and punitive accountability systems.
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Choice
Brighouse sees a ‘very strong, and regrettable, tendency on the left 

to see choice as the enemy of equality’ (p. 54). I possess that 

tendency I take it, but not because I’m hidebound. My marked 

scepticism about the capacity of school choice to promote greater 

educational equality has much more to do with the contingencies 

of on-the-ground educational policy-making – including the genesis 

of school-choice policy and the outcomes it has produced – than 

with philosophical principle (Howe, 2008).

Brighouse cannot be accurately described as a school-choice 

enthusiast. His support for choice is conditional and his expecta-

tions for it limited. He requires only that it do better at producing 

educational equality than feasible alternatives. In this vein, he 

argues that school assignment by neighbourhood is massively 

unjust and, moreover, is itself a form of school choice. Formal 

school-choice systems, he contends, do not introduce choice, 

they redistribute choice. Brighouse admits that choice systems may 

redistribute choice in ways that further exacerbate educational 

inequality, such as inter-district choice in which transportation is 

not provided. But he also sees other systems that have potential to 

foster greater equality: targeted vouchers for low-income children, 

requiring all parents to participate in choice, providing free trans-

portation and limiting the ability of schools to select students.

In point of fact, none of Brighouse’s suggestions have taken 

hold in a significant way. Although targeted vouchers have 

garnered significant attention, they serve an exceedingly small 

number of children and have done little to foster greater equality 

in any case.8 Requiring all parents to participate in choice and 

providing free transportation are very uncommon features of 

choice systems, and their effectiveness is likely to be quite limited.9

Limiting the ability of schools to select students is a formal feature 

of charter schools, a large and growing form of school choice in 

the USA, but is frequently subverted.10 Charter schools have failed 

to foster more equal achievement – worse, have sometimes 
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widened the achievement gap – and charter schools also have a 

tendency to exacerbate various forms of segregation.11

School choice has little potential to foster greater educational 

equality given current political undercurrents. Brighouse’s 

rationale and criterion for evaluating school choice is egalitar-

ian. But since its beginnings as a genuine policy option in the 

Reagan administration, actual school-choice policy in the USA 

has been grounded in the value of parental autonomy, viewed both 

as an intrinsic good and as an instrumental good conducive to 

producing the maximum overall excellence of the system. In this 

context, ‘freedom trumps fairness’, and egalitarian reforms are 

routinely resisted or subverted. If school choice is to foster greater 

educational equality, tinkering around the edges won’t work. A 

reordering of fundamental political values is required.12

Accountability
Brighouse’s description of the NCLB Act as introducing ‘moderate 

accountability requirements’ took me aback. I suspect many others 

would be taken aback as well. If you take the goal NCLB sets 

seriously – that all children at all levels of schooling shall be 

‘proficient’ in math and literacy by 2014 (12 years from when the 

Act took effect) – and the penalties on schools for failing to make 

Adequate Yearly Progress towards this goal, including be forced 

to close or reconstitute themselves – NCLB seems anything 

but moderate. Indeed, at the time, I called it ‘preposterous’, and 

I haven’t changed my mind. But perhaps Brighouse means NCLB 

is moderate in terms of the scope of the individuals and institu-

tions it holds accountable.

Be that as it may, I am in pretty close agreement with what 

Brighouse says about some form of accountability being necessary, 

disaggregating student achievement by socio-economic and ethnic 

groups, and the correct egalitarian response to ‘bubble kids’. As in 

the case of his discussion of educational excellence, the problems 

I have are with what he doesn’t say. These problems could be 



Educational Equality in the Shadow of the Reagan Era 89

among the badly designed features of NCLB that Brighouse thinks 

require dramatic fixing. Fine. In this vein, I should acknowledge 

that Brighouse does emphasize the general importance of incen-

tives that encourage focusing resources on the disadvantaged, 

a point that figures prominently in my critical observations, 

especially the second.

One of the central egalitarian criticisms of educational account-

ability systems in the USA, of which NCLB is the latest and most 

far-reaching example, is that they ignore so-called ‘opportunity to 

learn’ standards.13 That is, they put standards in place for which 

schools are held accountable but provide far too little additional 

resources to give schools a realistic chance of succeeding in terms 

of them. This raises serious questions about just how serious 

the commitment is to the avowed goal of closing the achievement 

gap. Related to the ‘bubble kid’ issue, standards/test-based account-

ability systems also place an especially heavy burden on teachers 

and principals in schools that serve disadvantaged students, 

and one of their primary responses has been to emphasize tested 

skills and propositional knowledge at the expense of higher 

order skills and more sophisticated forms of knowledge. Such 

systems have also been shown to increase dropout rates (McNeil, 

2000; McNeil et al., 2008). The upshot is that accountability 

systems such as NCLB further disadvantage children who are 

already disadvantaged in the education system.

Brighouse is also silent on the punitive nature of accountability 

systems like NCLB that create incentive systems of questionable 

effectiveness – ‘While you can beat people into submission, 

you can’t beat them into greatness’ (Houston, 2007) – and that 

encourage teachers and principals to leave or refuse to go to 

struggling schools because being at such schools puts their jobs in 

jeopardy. Finally, and following my own advice to be dogged about 

keeping the importance of extra-school factors on the table:

Closing or substantially narrowing achievement gaps requires 

combining school improvement with reforms that narrow the vast 
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socioeconomic inequalities in the United States. Without such a 

combination, demands (like those of No Child Left Behind) that 

schools fully close achievement gaps not only will remain unful-

filled, but also will cause us to foolishly and unfairly condemn our 

schools and teachers. (Rothstein, 2008, pp. 8–9)

Concluding comments
On the occasion of receiving A Nation at Risk, in April 1983, then 

President Reagan made the following remarks:

[O]ur educational system is in the grip of a crisis caused by low 

standards, lack of purpose, ineffective use of resources, and a fail-

ure to challenge students to push performance to the boundaries of 

individual ability – and that is to strive for excellence . . .

 [The] call for an end to Federal intrusion is consistent with our 

task of redefining the Federal role in education. I believe that 

parents, not government, have the primary responsibility for the 

education of their children. Parental authority is not a right con-

veyed by the state; rather, parents delegate to their elected school 

board representatives and State legislators the responsibility for 

their children’s schooling . . .

 So, we’ll continue to work in the months ahead for passage 

of tuition tax credits, vouchers, educational savings accounts, 

voluntary school prayer and abolishing the Department of 

Education. Our agenda is to restore quality to education by 

increasing competition and by strengthening parental choice and 

local control. . . . (Reagan, 1983)

This legacy continues to drive education policy-making in the 

USA. The refusal to recognize and acknowledge the fundamental 

importance of extra-school resources for school performance, 

which naturally combines with its unyielding commitment to 

market-driven/punitive accountability education reforms, casts a 

long and dark shadow over educational policy-making seriously 

committed to educational equality.

But the USA also has an earlier, fundamentally egalitarian, 

legacy. Its principles – which are quite congenial to Brighouse’s 
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meritocratic conception of educational equality – were articulated 

by the then President Lyndon Johnson, himself a former teacher of 

disadvantaged children:

[A]bility is not just the product of birth. Ability is stretched or stunted 

by the family that you live with, and the neighborhood you live 

in – by the school you go to and the poverty or the richness of your 

surroundings. It is the product of a hundred unseen forces playing 

upon the little infant, the child, and finally the man . . .

 [I]t is not enough to open the gates of opportunity; all our citi-

zens must have the ability to walk through those gates . . . We seek 

not just legal equity but human ability, not just equality as a right 

and a theory but equality as a fact and equality as a result . . .

 We are trying to attack [inequality] through our poverty program, 

through our education program, through our medical care and our 

other health programs, and a dozen more of the Great Society pro-

grams that are aimed at the root causes of this poverty.

 We will increase, and we will accelerate, and we will broaden this 

attack in years to come until this most enduring of foes finally yields 

to our unyielding will. (Johnson, 1965)

The education and surrounding welfare programmes enacted 

and spurred by Johnson’s ‘Great Society’ had many flaws, to be 

sure, but to abandon educational equality as a central value, as 

happened in the Reagan Era, was to abandon the fundamental 

value that everyone should have a fair chance at life. Perhaps in the 

light of the new administration in the USA the necessary reordering 

of values can take place and our egalitarian legacy can re-emerge 

from the shadow that has been cast upon it for too long.

Notes
 1. All of these methods for excluding disadvantaged students except charter schools 

exclusively for the gifted (which I know to exist in several other Colorado school 

districts) were documented in a study of the Boulder Valley School District I spear-

headed in 2000 (see Howe and Eisenhart, 2000). The district includes a number of 

non-charter choice schools, ‘focus schools’, that have no catchment area and in 
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other ways have the same formal admissions policies as charter schools. They also 

exhibit selectivity. No significant changes in Boulder choice policy have resulted 

from the 2000 study and segregation continues apace. Whatever the mechanisms, 

patterns of enrolment consistent with the exclusion of disadvantaged and relatively 

more disadvantaged children from charter schools occur across Colorado (see 

Howe, 2006). The patterns also occur across the nation (see Frankenberg and Lee, 

2003; Carnoy et al., 2005; Orfield and Lee, 2006).

 2. This is how I see natural talent operating in Rawls’ theory. ‘Fair equality of 

opportunity’ by itself leaves room for an unacceptably high degree of inequality in 

primary goods that flow from differences in natural talents. This potential level of 

inequality is constrained by the ‘difference principle’.

 3. Brighouse subsequently concedes that, to be plausible, the radical conception must 

be weighed against other values (Brighouse, pp. 33–4), making it unacceptable, for 

example, to lobotomize more talented students to render less talented students 

equal. I think it would be a good idea for Brighouse to include a ceteris paribus or 

feasibility clause in his formulation of the radical conception.

 4. The argument about whether to permit private schools is pretty much moot with 

respect to actual policy in the USA where private schools have a constitutional right 

to exist. See Pierce v. Society of Sisters (1925).

 5. Such programmes are common. A particularly interesting example is affirmative 

action for members of groups likely to use the fruits of their education to 

serve disadvantaged communities. African American physicians, for example, are 

more likely than white physicians to do this. Thus, given the aim of serving 

disadvantaged communities, African Americans should be given preference in 

admission of medical and law schools. At first blush, this may seem to compromise 

educational equality, but not if serving disadvantaged communities is construed as 

a qualification for admission, along side other qualifications related to the welfare 

of the citizenry (see Dworkin, 1978).

 6. In Class and Schools (2004), Rothstein reinforces the findings of celebrated 

Coleman Report of 1966, often interpreted to imply that schools don’t make a 

difference. Rothstein labels this a mistake, and interprets the Coleman Report, 

correctly in my view, to imply that schools don’t make enough of a difference, not 

even close to enough, to overcome the social advantages/disadvantages of children 

attributable to outside of school factors.

 7. This criticism of the adequacy criterion is from Rothstein, 2004.

 8. The longest standing and most intensively studied voucher program, the 

Milwaukee Parental Choice Program, continues to show no ability to produce 



Educational Equality in the Shadow of the Reagan Era 93

higher achievement than public schools (see Witte et al., 2009). For a general 

analysis of vouchers, see Belfield and Levin, 2005.

 9. These measures are likely to be quite limited in their capacity to overcome the kinds 

of factors that affect school choice documented in the study by Gewirtz et al., cited 

by Brighouse.

10. See note 1.

11. See note 2.

12. Traditional magnet schools that have equality as central to their mission – that 

reorder excellence and equality – are one form of school choice that shows promise 

to promote equality. Unfortunately, federal government support is being diverted 

to charter schools that show no such promise (see Frankenberg and Siegel-Hawley, 

2008.)

13. See Howe, 1994, for a discussion how ‘opportunity to learn’ standards lost out 

in 1994 in an earlier reauthorization of the 1965 Elementary and Secondary 

Education Act of which NCLB is the latest.
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Introduction
The more I read of Harry Brighouse on educational equality the 

less I understand why he is concerned with it, or even what he 

means by it. His current essay doesn’t help. In this essay, I first 

explore Brighouse’s implicit definition of educational equality. If the 

concept means more than a concern for the least advantaged, then it 

implies the possibility of very severe interventions in family life, as 

Brighouse recognizes. However, he believes that the principle of 
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‘legitimate parental partiality’ can save many of the features of 

family life that he sensibly holds dear. My argument is that it can’t, 

at least not in the real world of policy prescriptions or even deci-

sions about what parents can or cannot legitimately do. Indeed, 

given these difficulties I suggest that abandoning educational 

equality altogether and replacing it with a concern for the educa-

tion of the least advantaged might be a more fruitful approach.

One of the policy areas that seems to have potential for helping 

the least advantaged concerns ‘choice’; I explore Brighouse’s 

difficulties with this concept and suggest that they are not substan-

tial. I also suggest that his endorsement of formal choice systems 

such as targeted vouchers is along the right lines. But this implies 

an endorsement of a role for private education; I show how 

Brighouse’s principle of parental partiality legitimizes use of 

private schools too, at least for many users both rich and poor.

Before I set out on this argument, however, let me stress that I’m 

arguing on the territory set by Brighouse. This is not territory in 

which I feel particularly comfortable, with its always benign state 

frequently and costlessly intervening to obstruct personal freedom 

when and where required. I find such ideas rather unpalatable, as 

my extended work elsewhere will make clear (see especially Tooley, 

2000, 2008a, 2009). It’s true that Brighouse and his collaborator, 

Adam Swift, write: ‘Fundamental to the many varieties of liberalism 

is some version of the idea that individuals have rights to control 

over their own lives, rights that may not be overridden except, 

perhaps, when they conflict with those of others, or to avert very 

great disasters’ (Brighouse and Swift, 2006b, p. 80); this definition 

seems fine to me, as they imply it is to them too. However, the ways 

in which these rights can potentially be overridden for Brighouse 

and Swift leaves me chilled – their benign state could potentially 

even ban the reading of bedtime stories to children under specified 

circumstances (‘If it turned out that bedtime stories could be 

substituted by other, less equality-disrupting activities, and that 

banning them would result in no loss to the distinctive values that 
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parents and children are able to derive from their relationship, 

then our account would have no grounds for objecting to their 

prevention’ Brighouse and Swift, 2009, p. 69). I can’t feel comfortable 

in such a world, which feels positively illiberal and uncomfortably 

like Nazi Germany, Soviet Russia or Maoist China. But anyway, 

let’s see what progress we can make by moving on to Brighouse’s 

territory, if only for the duration of this chapter.

What is educational equality and why 
is it desirable?
In Brighouse’s first section, he deploys ‘a vague concept of educa-

tional equality, focusing mainly on unequal quality of resources in 

school’ (p. 26). This is only by way of background introduction; his 

more substantial approach

rests on an intuition about what it takes for a competition to be 

fair. . . . It is unfair, then, if some get a worse education than 

others because, through no fault of their own, this puts them at a 

disadvantage in the competition for these unequally distributed 

goods. (p. 271)

So educational inequality is about unfairness; educational equality 

presumably pertains when this unfairness is eliminated. He gives 

us two conceptions of how this might be achieved, the meritocratic 

and the radical. (It’s odd to me that it’s not clear from the essay 

which conception Brighouse endorses: surely this matters?) The 

meritocratic conception is where an ‘individual’s prospects for 

educational achievement may be a function of that individual’s 

talent and effort, but it should not be influenced by her social class 

background’ (p. 7, emphasis added). But this, he says, may seem to 

some ‘insufficiently egalitarian’ (p. 28). For, it neglects that talent 

too could be unfairly distributed as a result of social origin, hence 

the radical conception: ‘An individual’s prospects for educational 
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achievement should be a function neither of that individual’s level 

of natural talent or [sic] social class background but only of the effort

she applies to education’ (p. 29, emphasis added).

I genuinely don’t see why he stops there. For there’s enough 

evidence too that a child’s propensity to make an effort can also be 

influenced by social class background as well as genes – indeed, 

Brighouse agrees with the former,2 but for no apparent reason still 

decides ‘effort’ is worth insulating in his conception. He writes ‘no 

one deserves the talents they were born with’ (p. 29). I’d like to say 

instead, ‘no one deserves the talents, including the ability to make 

an effort, they were born with’. Perhaps one danger of including 

‘effort’ as well as ‘talent’ would be that it might lead us to wonder 

how the radical conception of educational equality could possibly 

be achieved. But in any case, this is already a problem, as Brighouse 

admits. He gives us an example of two families, featuring Ron 

Glum and Barbara Lyon. How would equalizing their educational 

achievement play out in practice? Brighouse says: ‘Almost certainly 

it would require either neglecting Barbara in a way that would be 

emotionally damaging, or intervening in Ron’s family in a way that 

would alienate him from his parents’ (p. 32).

Indeed, he submits, to achieve the radical conception you might 

have to ‘severely damage’ some children, by, for instance, ‘loboto-

mizing them’ (p. 33). This, says Brighouse, ‘would be seriously 

morally wrong’ (p. 33). Too true. So we don’t have to go that far: 

‘Educational equality is not as important as that . . . which is why 

the right [inter alia not to be lobotomized] presents a barrier to 

achieving educational equality’ (p. 33).

However, for Brighouse, ‘this does not mean that the radical 

conception fails to pick out a value that should be pursued as far as 

is permitted by the constraints imposed by other important values’ 

(p. 33). Brighouse puts it schematically: if ‘to achieve X you would 

have to violate Y’, this doesn’t mean that X doesn’t matter: ‘X might 

matter a lot, just not enough to justify violating value Y’ (p. 33). 

This, he says ‘helps to . . . refute’ (p. 33) a common argument against 
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the radical conception of educational equality. But does it really? 

Try some other Xs and Ys: for instance, I know a woman who 

would value having lots of boyfriends (X); however, she knows that 

this would cause her husband to be upset (Y). Her decision is to 

abandon X and concentrate on keeping her husband happy. Is 

there any sense in which we would want to say that X still matters 

to her? I would have thought it distinctly unhelpful (especially to 

her husband). No, she has abandoned X because it brings about Y. 

Even on this very simple level, I’m not convinced that Brighouse 

shouldn’t consider abandoning his X (educational equality) 

because it could lead to such unfortunate consequences (loboto-

mizing children).

However, Brighouse clearly wants to keep the concept; no, we 

mustn’t go so far as lobotomizing children, but this doesn’t stop us 

doing as much as we can to bring about educational equality. 

He agrees, ‘the barriers to achieving educational equality are 

enormous’ (p. 31). But how can we go about it in practice? What 

Brighouse does accept, in principle, is that moving towards 

educational equality requires a two-pronged attack:

First prong: focusing on the least advantaged, enhancing their educational 

environment somewhat;

Second prong: focusing on the more advantaged, reducing their educa-

tional environment somewhat.

Both prongs of the attack are necessary. For with the first prong 

alone, then the concept of ‘educational equality’ reduces to ‘benefit-

ing the least advantaged’. As it happens this is one of the additional 

values that Brighouse recognizes is a possible challenge to ‘educa-

tional equality’, which is additional support to suggest that he 

agrees that the two-pronged approach in principle is required. But 

there’s plenty of other evidence in his writings to support the 

notion that the two-pronged attack is necessary to move towards 

educational equality, as I’ll outline in the next section.
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Middle-class families as barriers to 
educational equality
Brighouse quotes approvingly and at length from Richard 

Rothstein, who notes how it is precisely the contrasting family 

backgrounds of middle-class and poor children that lead to 

educational disadvantage (see the extended quote on p. 47). 

Moreover, Brighouse and his collaborator Swift note that there is 

a hugely important connection between ‘certain parenting styles 

and subsequent economic advantage’, noting with agreement 

one argument that ‘middle class parenting styles are better than 

working-class ones at preparing children to negotiate their way 

through the complex institutions they will encounter as children’ 

(Brighouse and Swift, 2006a, p. 489).

These bring (or indeed are, depending on your definition of 

education) educational advantages that would be exceedingly 

difficult to undermine by simply changing the schooling of the least 

advantaged. It can’t be simply a question of spending ‘considerably 

more resources . . . on educating children from lower socio-

economic backgrounds than on children from more advantaged 

backgrounds, and that these resources be spent effectively ’

(Brighouse, this volume, p. 28, emphasis added), as Brighouse 

says at one point in his current essay. When he outlines how 

such resources, efficiently spent, might compensate for family 

advantage in education, he’s totally unconvincing:

[T]o educate students who face the most barriers to achievement to 

the same level as those who face the fewest barriers takes more 

money and resources. Higher need students need better teacher: 

student ratios, they need extended school days and schooling 

during the summer which replicates the enjoyable and casually 

educational experiences that upper-middle-class students get from 

expensive summer camps and spending time with their highly edu-

cated families and friendship networks. (p. 51, emphasis added)
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Is he serious, in the italicized passage, that compulsory schooling 

during the summer for disadvantaged kids could possibly replicate 

all those beautiful things experienced by the middle-class family 

relaxing on holiday? Who is he kidding? I think Brighouse’s more 

sensible comment, reflecting on Rothstein’s observations above, is 

‘The conclusion I draw from these observations is that there is 

something naïve in hoping that educational equality can be fully 

achieved through measures directed solely at schools’ (p. 48). 

Agreed. And if it must be directed at families, then the two-pronged 

attack is necessary, to distinguish a concern from educational 

equality from that of simply concern for the less advantaged. 

Similarly, I agree with Brighouse’s (and Swift’s) admission that 

concentrating on schooling is unlikely to be a particularly power-

ful way of addressing educational inequality:

Some strands in the egalitarian tradition have tended to assume . . . 

that something close enough to fair equality of opportunity can be 

achieved through a combination of public education policies intended 

to marginalize the impact of expensive private schooling . . . 

However, recent research in economics and sociology casts doubt 

on this assumption, suggesting that in fact parenting styles, and 

other factors integral to valuable familial relationships, may have as 

much if not more impact on prospects for income and wealth than 

transfers from parents to children. (Brighouse and Swift, 2009, p. 58).

That is, ‘The family, even when kept within its genuinely valuable 

bounds, seems to be more threatening to the prospects for equality 

of opportunity, even of the conventional kind, than social demo-

crats had hoped’ (Brighouse and Swift, 2009, p. 59).

So if we’re to move towards educational equality, then we’re 

going to have to be involved in the two-pronged attack mentioned 

above; and this has to involve curbing advantaged families. 

Brighouse admits as much: ‘Few people argue seriously that the 

USA’s school system realizes any kind of ideal of educational equal-

ity. But what they do argue is that the measures that would be 

required to make it more equal would diminish parents’ freedom 
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to control their children’s education as they see fit’ (p. 34, emphasis 

added). And as he clearly acknowledges that education is broader 

than schooling, this has serious implications for advantaged families. 

But Brighouse believes there is a way around this, and that his 

principle of legitimate parental partiality protects families, at least 

like his. But is the principle as powerful as Brighouse hopes? I think 

it is fatally flawed as a basis for any policy prescriptions at all.

The illegitimate self-indulgence of 
parental partiality
The family is of crucial importance to Brighouse (and his collabo-

rator Swift) in giving rise to values that can legitimately undermine 

educational equality:

We share the common view that familial relationships are valuable 

enough to make society A, in which people enjoy Rawlsian fair 

equality of opportunity but lack familial relationships, worse than 

society B, where there is a good deal of inequality of opportunity 

but plentiful family life. This means that parents should be permit-

ted to engage in forms of partiality necessary for the realization of 

the most important familial relationship goods, and they would be 

justified in doing so, even where that would disrupt that version of 

equality of opportunity. (Brighouse and Swift, 2009, p. 50).

The notion of legitimate parental partiality is of huge importance 

to Brighouse (and Swift), because it sanctions many of the things 

that any family would want to indulge in, such as reading bedtime 

stories to children, taking their children on foreign holidays and to 

church, even though manifestly these undermine educational equality.

The principle is, if you like, a partial protection against the second 

prong of the attack mentioned above. So what is legitimate paren-

tal partiality? Brighouse gives an outline on pp. 36–7 and points to 

other of his accounts for a fuller focus. The key points are that the 

particular interest that ‘parents and children have in being able to 

have intimate relationships of deep connection with one another’ 
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leads to the legitimizing of partiality, such as ‘reading bedtime sto-

ries to one’s own children (and not, if one doesn’t want to, to other 

people’s)’, even though this is ‘at some cost to educational 

equality’.

When I first read this kind of account I thought (and wrote, see 

Tooley, 2000, 2008b): all very convenient for the likes of Brighouse 

(and Swift), whose family lives remain intact, whilst still enabling 

them to insist that, really, they are concerned with promoting 

educational equality (even though all their continuing efforts 

within their families continue to promote educational inequality). 

And this is so even though there seem to be urgent problems 

globally which might make their attitude smack of complacency. 

Perhaps I felt mean to have such thoughts. But now having delved 

deeper into Brighouse and Swift’s writings, there seems to be an 

admission in their own voices that what I felt before was actually 

bang-on: For Brighouse and Swift concede that their discussion of 

‘legitimate parental partiality’ is not aimed at explaining to any 

particular parent ‘what she may legitimately do for her children’ 

(Brighouse and Swift, 2009, p. 49). Nor, I suggest in the same spirit, 

could it be aimed at explaining to particular policy-makers what 

they might legitimately do for the families and children under their 

jurisdiction. For a full answer to those questions depends on 

knowledge of the context in which parents and policy-makers find 

themselves. So, ‘in a world where some lack what they need for 

mere survival’, Brighouse and Swift acknowledge that ‘much of the 

time and energy spent by affluent parents on promoting the inter-

ests of their children’ could be ‘illegitimate self-indulgence’ (ibid., 

p. 50): Indeed, ‘in a world of that kind, much of the provision, for 

oneself and one’s children, of those very familial relationship goods 

that our account hold crucial to human well-being similarly 

exceeds the bounds of legitimate partiality’ (ibid.).

So their account raises the question

how should we acknowledge the fact that parents acting to realize 

familial relationship goods for themselves and their children are 
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using resources in ways that do not merely deprive others of a fair 

chance of a good education and a good job, but could otherwise be 

deployed to provide opportunities for those very familial relation-

ship goods to others who have least of them – or to provide food to 

the starving? Our analysis is limited by our inability to provide a 

satisfactory treatment of these quite general and controversial 

issues. (Brighouse and Swift, 2009, p. 51, emphasis added)

Their work here cannot ‘offer any particular answers’ (ibid.). To do 

that, one would have to go into the particulars of the situation – 

and clearly given what they’ve said here, they are aware that this 

means the global realities. Again: ‘we explicitly left open the issue 

of the extent to which people should be free to pursue those goods, 

in their own and their children’s lives, in circumstances where the 

conflict was with more urgent moral claims’ (ibid., p. 62). Finally, 

just to make sure we have got this point: Parents are correct to ‘feel 

self-indulgent’ if they ‘are giving disproportionate weight to the 

interests of their children in a world where others are starving’ 

(ibid., p. 74).

Now, in the current essay under discussion, Brighouse is 

coming in from the philosophical cold to address real policies in 

the real world (unlike in the papers in the elite philosophy journals 

where the discussion remains on the abstract level). This real world 

is precisely one ‘where others are starving’ and millions of children 

are without any schooling at all. Indeed, he describes the terrible 

conditions in the USA for the poor (Brighouse seems rather self-

satisfied that he has ‘quite deliberately disregarded the preferences 

of some readers to be able to read only about the country they 

inhabit’ (p. 17). But why should we be so excited about his prescrip-

tions for educational ‘socialism in two countries’, the USA and the 

UK?). He knows that the developing world is much, much worse. 

So with this reality, the caveats from Brighouse and Swift state 

quite clearly that the principle of parental partiality as Brighouse 

wants to use it in the current essay is not valid. It really is compla-

cent, illegitimate self-indulgence to raise the principle in defence 

of families like his, reading bedtime stories and taking the children 
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on exotic holidays, when millions are starving and are out of school 

altogether.

So without the defence offered by the principle of legitimate 

parental partiality, the attack is justified against families like his, if 

we’re concerned with moving towards educational equality. That’s 

a pretty serious threat I would have thought. Perhaps this is why 

Brighouse concludes his discussion of values with: ‘I think that the 

values of family life and of benefiting the least advantaged are more 

important than educational equality’ (p. 44). And he outlines how 

important is the concern for the least advantaged:

The basic idea here is that it really matters that social institutions 

should be designed to benefit those who have the lowest prospects 

for having a flourishing life. These include some people who have 

very severe disabilities, and also those who have the lowest incomes 

and lowest places in the occupational structure and status hierar-

chies of a society. (p. 41).

This seems like a more promising approach for social reformers 

like Brighouse. Focusing on the concept of educational equality, at 

least in the real world, as opposed to within the confines of learned 

journals, is far too fraught with dangers for liberals to consider. But 

dropping it as something desirable doesn’t mean that we can’t get 

on with helping the less advantaged, a value that both Brighouse 

and I seem to share.

One way I’ve written about helping the less advantaged is 

through educational choice (see Tooley, 2000, 2008a, 2009). This is 

one of four areas that Brighouse specifically considers as being 

amenable to reforms to help ameliorate educational inequality 

(the others are Admissions, Funding and Accountability). How 

does Brighouse see choice fitting into the picture?

The virtues of choice
Brighouse does seem to prevaricate on whether or not he thinks 

choice is a good thing or not, on grounds of educational equality 
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(which I suggest might now reduce to a concern for the less advan-

taged). First, he begins by noting that ‘There is a very strong, and 

regrettable, tendency on the left to see choice as the enemy of 

equality and therefore to assume that choice should have no place 

in an egalitarian policy framework’ (p. 54). However, this is 

explicitly because ‘There is no school system without school choice, 

and those who oppose school choice typically ignore the massive, 

and unjust, significance of choice in the pre-existing system’ (p. 58). 

This is a very powerful point. In any system of school zoning, as 

predominates in many countries around the world, the presence of 

a good state school dramatically pushes up property prices, as 

Brighouse notes. So it is absolutely right that

middle-class and wealthy parents who are unsatisfied with their 

children’s schools have a choice. They can move to the neighbour-

hood within their district where most of the middle-class and 

wealthy children go. Or they can move to the suburbs, where 

their children’s school will spend, in the USA, considerably more 

per pupil than an inner-city school. Thus do schools segregate by 

class . . . (p. 58)

Earlier he makes the same point:

The neighbourhood schooling model was already a choice model, 

because people have choice over which neighbourhood they live in, 

and for many parents who are relatively advantaged one of the key 

factors they weigh in making this choice is neighbourhood school 

quality. In other words, though school choice is not direct, it is 

nevertheless built into the surrounding institutions. (p. 20)

Moreover, because of this factor, Brighouse notes that under 

zoning, one is able to obscure the fact of choice unlike in more 

explicit school-choice programmes:

[W]hereas in direct school choice systems there is some transpar-

ency, and the parents of more advantaged children cannot collude 

to exclude less advantaged children from the desired school, in the 

neighbourhood choice model they do exclude less advantaged 
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children by driving up the value of housing within the catchment 

area boundaries of a ‘good’ school making attendance unafford-

able for less advantaged parents. (p. 21)

So there is a charge of hypocrisy here (using the term unsparingly 

used by Swift) against any one on the left who would be against 

choice, if they don’t recognize that they are also beneficiaries of 

choice systems by virtue of where they have chosen to base their 

families.

However, what of formal school choice systems proper? Brighouse 

has a number of criticisms of educational markets which seem to 

illuminate a number of misunderstandings of the ways markets 

work – or perhaps show Brighouse only able to entertain ideas on 

markets in education within the narrow context of the status quo 

rather than thinking imaginatively about how they could manifest 

themselves if given free rein. Here I’ll only be able to point briefly 

to some issues, based on my more detailed accounts elsewhere 

(especially Tooley, 2000 and 2008a).

First, Brighouse considers competition and quality:

The purpose of choice in the provision of public services is to trigger 

competition which is, in turn, supposed to improve performance of 

the competing units. In order for choice to have the benefits claimed 

for it with respect to quality it must have the side effect of compro-

mising equality; if it did not then it could not yield the efficiency 

gains that purportedly justify it. If choice is going to be used to 

improve provision of these services it must be because better 

providers are chosen by more people. Those who choose the worse 

providers get worse provision. The better and worse providers have 

to compete. Over time this should produce improvement (if markets 

work as their enthusiasts claim). But at any given time there will be 

better and worse providers – those who have the worse providers 

are worse off (in one relevant respect) than those who have the 

better providers. (pp. 54–5)

But this general description of competition applies to any markets, 

not just school markets. It’s true of supermarkets and airlines, to 
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name two that I’ve used over the last few days. The point that 

Brighouse fails to note is that, in general, in any mature market 

competition keeps standards overall high. In the type of pretend-

markets that he’s aware of in schools in the United Kingdom, for 

instance, the danger of ‘sink’ schools is ever present and real. It’s 

simply not true in mature markets elsewhere, where firms go out 

of business or change ownership long before they get to such a 

state of inadequacy. It may be true that British Airways is better 

than KLM (say), but this doesn’t mean that if I choose to fly KLM 

I’m going to be dumped in France en route to West Africa. Not 

at all; competition in the market makes sure that all airlines 

competing on these same routes offer a roughly similarly desirable 

service. The same goes for supermarkets. Tesco may be better than 

Sainsbury’s (say), but if I go to either I’ll know that the food I buy 

will definitely not give me food poisoning. And there’s no reason, 

as I’ve argued elsewhere that genuine markets in education 

wouldn’t have the same features, rather than featuring the levels of 

inadequacy of sink schools you get in current state systems.

Brighouse thinks that there are substantial reasons why markets 

in education may be different; he writes:

In fact there are reasons to be sceptical that choice will yield sub-

stantial efficiency benefits in schooling. Enthusiasts for school 

choice tend to overestimate the quality of information that parents 

have, and to underestimate (or even ignore) the transaction costs 

consumers face, and the power that producers have in educational 

markets. They tend to assume, in other words, that markets in 

schooling can be more perfect than they really can be. (p. 55, 

emphasis added)

If it’s a defence of ‘perfect’ markets he’s after, then he won’t 

get one from me. I’m firmly in the classical liberal tradition of 

Adam Smith and Hayek that all markets are imperfect; indeed, one 

of the virtues of markets is precisely that they constitute a discovery 

mechanism in an imperfect world, including one of imperfect 
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information (see Seldon, 1990 and references to my work above). 

Perfect markets – with perfect competition and perfect informa-

tion – are a construct of mathematical economists for their abstract 

models, which may or may not have purchase in the real world. I 

don’t know from where Brighouse gets this misunderstanding, but 

note that it is a common one from those who are sceptical about 

markets in education.

But let’s have a look at the particular sources of Brighouse’s 

unease. First, there’s the quality of information available to 

parents. He mentions UK government tables of test results: but 

from my perspective, while his conclusions about them seem 

correct, these are not market-driven information, but are imposed 

government bureaucracy. Indeed, as he says, and I agree, it is not 

even clear ‘that even good value-added tables give many parents 

relevant information’ (p. 56). But that is not the information that 

parents and students are looking at in a real market. ‘Some of ’ the 

information that parents are seeking, agrees Brighouse, ‘can be 

gleaned through informal means’ (p. 57), but ‘much of it is simply 

not available at all’ (p. 57). The first point is important, pointing to 

one of the ways in a genuine market that people can glean infor-

mation. I’ve just returned from China, where I was involved in par-

ents’ meetings at low-cost private schools serving poor migrant 

workers to Beijing. The range of informal information the parents 

brought to bear was rather impressive I thought. They were wor-

ried about staff volatility – about teachers who had moved in and 

out of the school over the past term. They were worried that not 

enough emphasis was being placed on the arts and sports. Some 

were concerned about the low quality of food from the kitchen, 

others about the floors in certain classrooms and the low quality 

of infrastructure in general. And then there were particular com-

plaints about individual pupils – one couldn’t do his summer 

homework, for instance, because he hadn’t been taught all the sub-

ject, said his mother. And all this – and more – information has 

been picked up by busy, largely illiterate parents who have gleaned 

it from their children and neighbours.
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Other methods of gaining information include checking of 

brand reputations, studying consumer guides and focusing on 

price, a key part of information available in the market. Crucially, 

one of the virtues of markets is that not everyone has to be au fait 

with the available information – as long as some consumers are, 

and there is competition amongst suppliers, it is in the interest 

of the producer to assume that you are one of the informed 

customers and that you’ll exercise your right of exit, and hence 

deprive him of business, if you are not satisfied with the quality of 

provision.

But the second point is perhaps a more important concession: 

If much of the type of information that Brighouse thinks impor-

tant is ‘not available at all’, then doesn’t this damn any alternatives 

to choice too? Brighouse notes that what demanding parents really 

want to know is ‘not how good the school is, but how high the 

probability is that it will be good for one’s own child ’ (p. 56). That 

certainly seems right. And this is where he suggests such informa-

tion will not be available at all. But if there is no information 

available, then government planners will also not have any 

(relevant) information, and so will make choices for your child 

irrespective of what is good for him or her. Why is that any better? 

(Curiously, I see that Brighouse tries to have it both ways when he 

later writes under the title of accountability: ‘educators at every 

level need good information in order to meet the challenge that the 

educational egalitarian sets them, and that includes information 

about how well children are performing at the low end of the 

achievement spectrum, and about who, exactly, those children are’ 

(p. 62). If it’s possible to gain such information for educational 

planners, then it’s possible too for parents. My intuition is that he’s 

probably right in saying that much of the information is simply 

impossible to gain centrally. This doesn’t stop it existing as tacit 

knowledge in the market place, however; see Sowell, 1980.

What proponents of real choice in education ask is: in the face 

of imperfect information (that both Brighouse and I seem to 

suggest will be the most that is available) which would be the most 
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preferable way of reaching high-quality education? I’ve argued 

elsewhere that choice in a competitive system would be, precisely 

because it capitalizes on the limited and tacit information that is 

available in a way that central planners cannot possibly do. In other 

words, you can’t use an accusation of limited information to 

condemn choice systems: it’s one of their virtues that they can deal 

better with limited information than the alternatives.

Brighouse then turns to transaction costs. He writes: ‘These are 

also high for parents, and, to make matters worse, they are borne 

by children’ (p. 57). The frustration for this commentator is 

that the limitations he lists are probably true for the systems 

of schooling as they stand now in the USA and the UK. But are 

they necessary features of educational systems, particularly those 

featuring genuine choice? Again, I’ve argued elsewhere that 

genuine markets in education are not likely to depend so entirely 

on such archaic institutions as schools, which do have these high 

transaction costs, but are likely to feature much more flexible 

means of delivering education (Tooley, 2000, 2005). So real 

educational markets are likely to exhibit features much closer to 

the ‘trivial transaction costs involved in frequent changes in one’s 

chosen brand of breakfast cereal’ (p. 57) noted by Brighouse.

However, there is important new evidence available now from 

embryonic markets we see in developing countries. In the slums 

and shanty towns of Asia and Africa, poor people are abandoning 

public schooling en masse. They’re appalled by its low standards. 

Instead, they’re sending their children to low-cost private schools 

that are burgeoning in some of the poorest places on this planet. 

For the last decade I’ve been on an extraordinary journey across 

sub-Saharan Africa, India and China. I’ve been cataloguing and, 

more recently, assisting in the development of low-cost private 

schools. For anyone interested in how the poor are learning to help 

themselves, it is a wonderfully uplifting story. In slums and shanty 

towns around the developing world, the majority of poor school 

children – around 65–75 per cent – are attending low-cost private 
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schools, affordable even to parents on minimum wages. Entre-

preneurs have set up these schools against the odds; testing 

24,000 children my researchers have shown that children in these 

low-cost private schools significantly outperform those in state 

schools, even after controlling for all relevant variables and 

the school-choice process, all for considerably lower cost than 

public education. (For more details see Tooley and Dixon, 2006; 

Tooley, 2009.)

In these embryonic markets, it’s not clear that Brighouse’s criti-

cisms currently apply. For instance, in these markets it is simply 

not true that ‘Schools must be above a certain size to be viable, so 

supply is inevitably restricted’ (p. 57). In fact, schools can be very 

small in these more authentic markets, sometimes fewer than 

100 students, perhaps because parents value a small school close to 

their home. Moreover, it’s also not true that ‘Any particular 

consumer has at most five or six schools that are realistic for them 

to use’ (p. 57). In Kishanbagh, in Hyderabad, India, where I’ve been 

living the past two years, there are 34 schools, ranging in size from 

80 to 1,800 children, all within reach of a child who lives in this 

area and walks or takes a short autorickshaw ride to the school. In 

Bortianor, Ghana, where I’m managing a small project, there are 

also about 20 private schools in the village, mostly with below 

200 students, plus a government school, all similarly within reach 

of children from the village. Neither of these is atypical of the kinds 

of opportunities available in poor communities across developing 

countries. And parents at the meetings in Beijing will move their 

children to another school if they think nothing is being done 

about their complaints. So again, I don’t think transaction costs 

can be used as a strong argument against choice in education.

This discussion of the problems of choice notwithstanding, it is 

interesting that Brighouse concludes his comments with the 

following rather up-beat assessment: some formal proposals for 

choice, he writes, such as those which ‘target vouchers to children 

from low-income homes’ have the ‘real potential for being more 
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egalitarian than the pre-existing status quo’ (p. 59). So in other 

words, he can see that some choice programmes, correctly designed, 

can be better for educational equality than non-choice programmes. 

Indeed, there is considerable evidence accumulating showing 

that programmes such as targeted vouchers, and even universal 

vouchers, are beneficial both in terms of raising educational 

achievement, and doing this in a more equitable way than the 

alternatives.

The universal voucher scheme in Sweden came about through 

reforms in 1991 and 1992, which established ‘the right of any 

nongovernment school that fulfils certain basic requirements to 

receive public funding on terms equal to those of public schools’ 

(Sandström and Bergstrom, 2005, p. 23). The ‘equal’ funding is 

calculated at 85 per cent of the calculated average cost per student 

in the municipal schools, with the other 15 per cent accounting for 

overhead and administration of the municipalities. The figure was 

reduced to 75 per cent in 1995. Enrolment rules were also opened 

within the public sector, with money following pupils to public 

schools in other municipalities. As long as schools satisfy the 

National Agency for Education (NAE) that they are meeting 

certain quality requirements, including a general curriculum 

framework, and that they are non-discriminatory, any kind of 

school is eligible, from religious schools to schools run by 

for-profit corporations. However, no schools are allowed to 

charge tuition fees. Municipalities are allowed to say whether they 

consider the establishment of a new independent school would 

be harmful to existing schools, and their views must be taken 

into account by the NAE. Importantly, however, they have no veto 

on this, and must, by law, finance any independent school that has 

been approved by the NAE, which has on occasion approved 

schools against the municipality’s will.

A rapid growth of independent schools has been experienced 

since reforms were introduced, although this differs between 

municipalities (in Sweden, schooling is primarily the responsibility 
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of the municipalities, the lowest tier of government). Overall, only 

about 6 per cent of children of compulsory school age are in 

private schools, though this ranges from zero to nearly 20 per cent 

in some municipalities, with about 10 per cent in Stockholm. 

Significantly, more than half of the private schools are owned by 

limited liability companies, with several companies now running 

‘chains’ of for-profit schools. One of these is Kunskapsskolan 

(which translates as ‘The Knowledge School’). This company 

currently operates more than 20 schools, with about 6000 pupils. 

Other examples include the ‘International English School’, first 

opened in Stockholm in 1993, with now six schools across 

the country, and Pysslingen (with 12 schools) and Vittra (with 

25 schools).

The voucher programmes in America, operating in 11 states 

and Washington DC, are all targeted voucher schemes, aimed at 

specific groups of children, such as those in low-income families, 

those with special needs, or those in failing (public) schools. For 

instance, the Milwaukee publicly funded voucher scheme – the 

Milwaukee Parent Choice Program (MPCP) – was introduced in 

1990, specifically targeting low-income families to allow them to 

attend registered private schools. The voucher’s value is set at the 

per-student subsidy rate provided to the government schools by 

the state. Parents qualify for a voucher only if their family income 

is no more than 1.75 times the official poverty level. In 1995 the 

programme was expanded, allowing around 15,000 students to 

participate. In 1998 the growth of the programme burgeoned, 

when the Wisconsin Supreme Court ruled that religious schools 

could participate in the programme, a decision endorsed by the US 

Supreme Court in 2002.

Other targeted voucher schemes occur in developing countries. 

In Colombia, a targeted voucher system was introduced in 1992, 

aimed at providing wider access to private education for poor stu-

dents, inspired by the realization that there was a shortage of places 

offered by state secondary schools. The proposal allowed poor 
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children to benefit from private school provision, moving out of 

the overcrowded public sector. Importantly, the private schools 

taking part offer an educational service that had been estimated to 

be of comparable quality to that found in government schools, but 

the typical cost of sending a pupil to private school, via the voucher 

scheme, is around two-thirds of the per-pupil cost of sending him 

to a government school. By 1997 more than 100,000 students from 

very low-income families had received subsidies through the 

programme.

Concerning the performance of these systems, these seem to be 

some widely accepted results:

These approaches raise standards in education, better than standard 

approaches, often at a lower cost.

The approaches are more equitable, helping extend access and opportunity 

to the most disadvantaged in society, better than standard alternatives.

First on standards: The evidence on voucher schemes is strong. 

Targeted vouchers succeed in raising the achievement levels of 

poor families, over and above what would normally be expected of 

them. There have been three major evaluations of the Milwaukee 

programme, for instance. Each concluded that ‘choice has at least 

some significant benefits for its participants’, while none finds 

that choice harms students: ‘This is about as close as one gets to a 

positive consensus among researchers examining a controversial 

policy’ (Greene, 2000). Some research has found quite dramatic 

increases. In Milwaukee, for instance, voucher students enrolled in 

private schools for three or more years performed substantially 

better, on average, than a control group of state school students, 

measured by standardized test scores (Greene et al., 1996). Even 

those less enthusiastic about the achievement increases concede 

that improvement is taking place: While scores always remain 

‘below national norms’, the disadvantaged students enrolled on the 

voucher programme do not see their scores ‘substantially decline 

as the students enter higher grades’ – which would be the normal 
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pattern, where ‘inner-city student average scores decline relative to 

national norms in higher grades’ (Witte, 1999, pp. 236–7).

Competition from the private sector also helps improve stan-

dards in state schools. In the universal voucher system of Sweden, 

research has found that competition from independent schools 

improves test results and final grades in the state schools. The 

higher the proportion of students in private schools, when con-

trolled for the normal factors, the higher the grades in the state 

schools (Sandström and Bergstrom, 2002).

Second, on equity: Evidence unequivocally shows that targeted 

vouchers reach the intended disadvantaged families. Dr John Witte 

summarized the impact of the MPCP as targeting ‘exactly the types 

of families that should have access to an alternative source of edu-

cation’ (Witte, 2000). In Milwaukee, the average income of families 

participating in the programme was $10,860, with 76 per cent 

of choice students from single, female-headed households. The 

standardized tests of choice students before they began in private 

school showed that they averaged below the 31st percentile. 

African American students made up 73 per cent of those enrolling 

in the programme between 1990 and 1994, while Hispanic students 

accounted for 21 per cent in the same period (Greene, 2000). Simi-

larly, the Cleveland scheme also has been found to ‘effectively serve’ 

the population of families and children ‘for which it was intended 

and developed’. In Cleveland 70 per cent of participating students 

were from single, female-headed households (Greene, 2000).

Concerning the universal voucher system in Sweden, research 

has also shown that the worse the state schools perform, the larger 

is the proportion of students attending private schools. In other 

words, there is no evidence that ‘independent schools are more 

likely to be established in municipalities with “easy customers”’, 

but rather that they are established often to serve disadvantaged 

young people (Sandström and Bergstrom, 2002, p. 23). Moreover, 

there is no evidence that ‘low-achievers are adversely affected by 

increased competition from independent schools’ (ibid., p. 26).
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All this evidence suggests that Brighouse may be right when 

he concedes that some choice programmes, such as those with 

targeted or universal vouchers, could enhance educational equality 

(and a fortiori, concern for the less advantaged) more than non-

choice arrangements.

Obviously much remains on the practical, empirical level to 

explore what kinds of choice programmes these could be, and 

I commend efforts to this end (see Tooley, 2008a for more 

discussion). But for the purposes of this essay I want to note two 

points: First, I suspect that his observations in favour of voucher 

type programmes will be met with disapproval by many of his 

(more?) egalitarian colleagues. And they’ll be met thus because 

he seems to be endorsing a role for private education as a way of 

serving the least advantaged (for targeted voucher programmes are 

precisely those which allow poor families to use private schools if 

they prefer). This is not part of the armoury of many egalitarians.

Second, I observed above that any application of Brighouse’s 

philosophical work to policy comes up against the very real problems 

in the real world (in Brighouse and Swift’s own terms); however, it’s 

worth stressing again that, in practice, the way that many of the 

world’s poorest families respond to the educational poverty of state 

provision, is by sending their children to low-cost private schools, 

that is, by exercising choice within a schooling system (see Tooley 

and Dixon, 2006; Tooley, 2009). It would seem that in situations of 

real educational poverty in developing countries, parents seem to be 

agreeing with Brighouse – indeed, going even further – that choice is 

indeed the way forward to improve their conditions. Again, however, 

the choices of the poor are usually criticized by academic commen-

tators and development experts, because they involve choices of 

private schools, and private schools are not part of the armoury of 

the experts to move towards education for the least advantaged (see, 

for instance, UNDP, 2003 and World Bank, 2003).

I wonder whether Brighouse would be able to justify this 

legitimization of private education within his own framework? 
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On the face of it, this idea seems unpromising. For Brighouse has 

written in many places against private schools, in this current essay 

and in earlier writings. However, observe that the accusation seems 

now usually to be against elite private schools, rather than any type 

of private schools – a point made clear by his collaborator Swift 

revising his argument of How Not To Be a Hypocrite (Swift, 2003): 

‘When I write of private schools, think of expensive elite private 

schools. It is the unfairness, not the privateness, with which my 

arguments will be concerned’ (Swift, 2004, p. 9). So it may be that 

Brighouse could also justify low-cost private schools, or the poor 

using private schools through vouchers, as part of any acceptable 

reform scenario.

However, I believe we can go further than this. There seems to 

be some kernel of defence of private education within his (and 

Swift’s) argument for legitimate parental partiality that can lead to 

a stronger defence of private education, both for the rich as well as 

the poor. Of course, how much this then has any bearing in reality 

is an open discussion, open to the same caveats we noted above 

when we move from philosophical to real worlds. But I think it’s 

important to note that on a philosophical level, the principle of 

legitimate parental partiality is far more permissive than Brighouse 

and Swift seem to want it to be. (Perhaps this final section can be 

read in one of two ways: first, as an attempt at a philosophical jus-

tification for private education, using the territory set by Brighouse 

and Swift. Or alternatively, as additional ammunition for the 

argument against educational equality. For as soon as you focus 

on educational equality as an aim, then you have to invoke the 

principle of legitimate parental partiality as a defence against 

repressive regimes interfering in the bedrooms and holiday plans 

of the middle classes. But the principle of legitimate parental 

partiality is a pretty slippery beast, pretty permissive in all it allows. 

Perhaps best to drop it all together. We’ll need to drop a focus on 

educational equality as a result. But that still leaves much good 

work to be done by focusing on the less advantaged.)
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The permissiveness of legitimate 
parental partiality
Schematically we can suppose there are four types of people who 

are motivated to send their children to private schools. Three of 

these have been catalogued by Brighouse and Swift:

First, there are those people whose family traditions are imbued with private 

school enrolment. Grandfather and father went to Eton, this is a family 

tradition that is of great importance for young Johnny to continue 

(Brighouse and Swift, 2009, p. 66).

Second, there are those who believe that only in a particular private school 

will their children get the best education for their particular specialized 

talents, whether these be sporting, academic, musical or whatever: ‘Some 

send their children to elite private schools with no intention to confer 

competitive advantage but simply because they want them to have access 

to a world of particular excellences that they judge not otherwise, or at 

least not so readily available’ (Brighouse and Swift, 2009, pp. 59–60).

Third, there are those who can’t really pretend either of the above applies, 

who know they should be sending their children to state schools, but they 

want private education because they’re weak-willed hypocrites. They’re 

the kind of people addressed, it will come as no surprise, in the book by 

Brighouse’s collaborator, How Not To Be a Hypocrite (Swift, 2003).

But there is a fourth category of people, not addressed by Brighouse 

or Swift, who should also get a look in here. These are those 

families who believe in self-reliance and self-help, for whom the 

very notion of sending their child to a school provided by the state 

would be as alien as putting their child on welfare for food or cloth-

ing. Now clearly, given the prevalence of almost universal state 

schooling provision, those families may be hard to find nowadays 

in the UK and the USA – although many of the two million 

families home-schooling their children in the USA probably fit 

into this category. My guess is that it’s one of the motivations of 

families using private education in developing countries that I’ve 

catalogued elsewhere. But it was very likely a prevalent attitude 
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amongst families, rich and poor, before or during the early imposi-

tion of state education in the UK and the USA: For instance, while 

writing this essay, I’ve been reading a biography of Arthur Seldon, 

the first editorial director of the Institute of Economic Affairs 

(Robinson, 2009). Arthur was raised by his adopted parents in a 

family ‘which was typical in many ways of the “respectable working 

class” of that time . . . Hard work and help for other members of 

the community were accepted norms of behaviour and education 

was respected’ (ibid., p. 13). One of the areas of ‘self-help’ valued 

within these kinds of communities was the ability to use (private) 

schools of their choice. Indeed, in the adoption agreement that 

Arthur’s adoptive parents sign, the father ‘undertakes at his own 

expense to give the infant a thoroughly good education’ (ibid., p. 151, 

emphasis added).

What I contend is that Brighouse (and Swift) actually say that 

the principle of legitimate parental partiality allows (at least under 

many circumstances) parents in the first two categories to send 

their children to private school. I also contend that, had they 

thought of the fourth category of parent, the principle allows them 

too to use private education. The only parents who wouldn’t be 

thus permitted under the principle are those in category three.

How do I arrive at this? First, consider my category four above. 

In defence of their principle of parental partiality, Brighouse and 

Swift argue: ‘Without substantial opportunity to share himself 

intimately with his child, in ways that reflect his own judgements 

about what is valuable, the parent is deprived of the ability to forge 

and maintain an intimate relationship, and the child is deprived of 

that relationship’ (Brighouse and Swift, 2009, p. 57, emphasis 

added). Moreover, ‘What parents fundamentally have a right to is 

an intimate relationship of a certain kind with their children. . . . 

Parents have a right to determine whether the child will attend 

a church, a mosque, or neither; they have the right to . . . share 

their enthusiasms regarding their own particular cultural heritage’

(Brighouse and Swift, 2006b, p. 102, emphasis added). I contend 
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that for the particular kind of parent included in my fourth 

category above, the choice of private school precisely reflects the 

parents’ ‘judgements about what is valuable’ and their ‘own par-

ticular cultural heritage’, and hence would be legitimized under 

the principle of parental partiality. Regarding Arthur Seldon’s 

upbringing, for instance, Robinson quotes Beatrice Webb, the 

leading Fabian socialist emphasizing how much the emphasis on 

‘voluntary action’, including independent education, was part of 

the cultural heritage of these ‘respectable working class’ communi-

ties in the East End of London: ‘it is easy to overlook the influence 

for good of self-creating, self-supporting and self-governing 

communities; small enough to generate public opinion and the 

practical supervision of private morals, and large enough to 

stimulate charity, worship and study by communion and example’ 

(quoted in Robinson, 2009, p. 46). Similarly, quoting Gertrude 

Himmelfarb, in the kind of community that Arthur was brought 

up in, ‘individuals were encouraged to be responsible, self-reliant, 

and self-disciplined, . . . where those values were expressed in their 

relations to their family, their community, their religion, and, 

not least, their work’ (quoted in Robinson, 2009, p. 49). In these 

communities – and, by extension, similar communities who use 

private (or home-) schooling today in developed and developing 

countries, or those who might seek to do so in some other world 

which we can explore philosophically – the choice of private 

education seems entirely acceptable under Brighouse’s and Swift’s 

discussion of legitimate parental partiality.

But the principle of parental partiality is even more permissive 

than this, I contend, legitimizing parents in both our first and sec-

ond categories too. Concerning parents in both these categories, 

Brighouse and Swift write:

[T]here can also be more specific contexts in which instances of . . . 

educational investment . . . are particularly valuable instantiations of 

the parent-child relationship . . . some parents wish their children to 

receive particular kinds of education neither because they want 
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them to enjoy competitive advantage over others nor because they 

want them to partake of excellences that will make their lives go 

better in some general sense, but because the parent-child relation-

ship itself, or perhaps the child’s sense of herself as a member of a 

particular familial tradition, depends on the child’s knowing or 

understanding particular things (cricket, classical languages, music) 

not otherwise available, or, perhaps, on the child attending the 

school that one of his parents and, maybe, one of his grandparents, 

attended. In such cases, familial relationship goods might indeed be 

invoked as grounds for permitting such . . . educational choices. 

(Brighouse and Swift, 2009, pp. 66–7)

Or on the first category alone, sending a child to private school 

because of the standards of excellence required within: ‘Sometimes 

those excellences are themselves desired partly because of the role 

that they will play in fostering and sustaining a close relationship 

between parent and child’ (Brighouse and Swift, 2009, pp. 59–60). 

With these conditions satisfied, parents in our first and second 

category would, it seems, be able to send their children to private 

school under the principle of parental partiality.

Brighouse and Swift explore reasons why such instances might 

not actually come under the rubric of legitimate parental partial-

ity; in the three articles reviewed here the ducking and diving of 

their argument is spread over around 100 pages, so it’s not possible 

to explore every nuance in the confined space at my disposal here; 

nevertheless, I don’t think I’m doing them any injustices by noting 

that in the end they concede:

Doubtless there are families for whom . . . children’s learning a 

particular accomplishment or attending a particular school, are

indeed means by which important familial relationship goods 

are realized. Were permitting such interactions the only way for 

families to realize those goods, that would indeed be a weighty 

consideration in favour of their protection. (Brighouse and Swift, 

2009, pp. 68–9, emphasis added)

It’s true, they do add, in a further twist, ‘Typically, however, there 

are, or can easily be, alternative mechanisms for their realization, 
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mechanisms that conflict less with other valuable distributive 

goals, so the case for their protection is weak’ (ibid., p. 69), but it’s 

this caveat that seems weak to me, not the protection. For our first 

category this is obvious: it’s precisely and only the particular school 

itself that matters to preserve the family traditions: great grand-

mother, grandmother and mother all went to Colston Girls’ School, 

so daughter wants to go there too. Sending her instead to the local 

comprehensive is precisely not fulfilling the family tradition.

For our second category it’s slightly more complex, but none-

theless the difficulties it raises are also the difficulties raised 

for Brighouse and Swift when they want to defend their bedtime 

stories, foreign holidays and church attendance. For a start, our 

second category consists of parents who are telling us that they 

believe it is only in this particular private school that their child’s 

particular musical, sporting or whatever talents will be realized 

and that this realization is something important for their familial 

relationships. I suppose Brighouse could allow the authorities3 to 

question both these parental motives and also whether or not there 

could be alternative mechanisms for the fulfilment of the child-

hood talents, whilst still keeping the family bond alive. But herein 

lie severe dangers. For exactly the same questioning, by the same 

authorities, could be raised about Brighouse and Swift’s treasured 

family activities too: indeed, Brighouse and Swift agree that ‘Some 

parents read their children bedtime stories precisely in order to 

give them a competitive edge’ (Brighouse and Swift, 2009, p. 60), 

which would then not allow them to plead legitimate parental 

partiality. ‘So Dr Brighouse’, the inspectors might ask: ‘you read 

your children bedtime stories. You’re doing this just to give them 

competitive advantage, no?’ How is he going to prove that his 

motives are sound? I don’t believe he could. Requiring such a 

defence of parental motivation seems dangerous territory for any 

liberal moral philosophy to intrude on.

Similarly, how can we – or the appropriate authorities – prove 

that there are ‘alternative mechanisms’ for the realization of the 

childhood needs and parental bonds, against parental protests that 



Improving the Education of the Least Advantaged 125

these alternatives are not the same at all? A parallel question is 

raised about Brighouse’s bedtime stories too. Boldly, as we’ve 

already noted in a different context, Brighouse and Swift have 

conceded:

If it turned out that bedtime stories could be substituted by other, 

less equality-disrupting activities, and that banning them would 

result in no loss to the distinctive values that parents and children 

are able to derive from their relationship, then our account would 

have no grounds for objecting to their prevention. (Brighouse and 

Swift, 2009, p. 69)

My guess is that they’re putting themselves on the line here because 

they really do believe they could convince whoever they had to 

convince that the bedtime story substitutes were really not the 

same for their family relationships. I argue that any case that 

depends upon parents having to justify such intimate choices 

reflecting family values – whether of bedroom activities or private 

school choice– is moving into dangerous and illiberal territory.

My suggestion is that categories one to four cover all parents 

who use private schools. If so, the only people who aren’t justified 

in sending their children to private school, in terms of Brighouse 

and Swift’s legitimate parental partiality, are those unfortunate 

parents in category three. Everyone else is justified. (However, even 

for category three people, help is at hand. They could read my dis-

cussion of How Not To Be a Hypocrite in Tooley, 2008b and 2009; 

you never know, they might be persuaded to come into the fold of 

the first, second or fourth categories.)

Before we conclude this section, it is worth noting in passing 

that Brighouse also sees another way in which private education 

might be morally justified: if it plays its part in benefiting the least 

advantaged. He makes this point on p. 42 in his current essay. And 

he (and Swift) elaborate it further elsewhere:

One argument for permitting elitist private education, and thereby 

allowing parents who can afford it to buy their children an unfairly 

good chance of getting a well-rewarded and interesting job, is that 
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preventing their doing so may have damaging incentive effects – 

where ‘damaging’ means ‘deleterious to the interests of the worse 

off’. Deprived of this means of investing in their children’s well-

being, they will have less interest in being productive, choose 

more leisure or consumption and less work, producing economic 

inefficiency and harming economic growth. It is likely also that 

some of what they would choose to invest in their children is itself 

productive, not only in helping them achieve well-rewarded 

positions but in terms of helping to produce goods that accrue to 

the worse off. . . . if an unfair or unequal competition helps the 

worse off, all things considered, fairness considerations do not 

seem very weighty. (Brighouse and Swift, 2006a, p. 485)

There is no space to explore whether such conditions pertain in the 

real world. Nevertheless, it’s clear that on a number of grounds, 

support of private education fits, or potentially fits, perfectly 

comfortable within Brighouse’s philosophical framework.

Conclusions
Brighouse’s educational equality seems a particularly fraught 

concept. From his own definition, it is clear that there is an 

intimate link with the family. So a pursuit of educational equality 

is bound to come into conflict with family values. Brighouse thinks 

he can protect many of the precious things about family life by 

recourse to the principle of legitimate parental partiality which he 

has hatched with his collaborator Adam Swift. I’ve explored this 

and suggested that this simply isn’t the case, once you move to 

actual family choices or policy prescriptions in the real world. 

Defending parental partiality really is an exercise in frivolous 

self-indulgence, in a world where people are starving and many 

children are not in school at all.

However, rather than use this to dismiss his policy proposals 

altogether, I suggest that some of the discussion raises valuable 

points. Of particular interest to me is Brighouse’s discussion of 

choice. If we can get around the idea that markets somehow have 

to be perfect (a predilection of mathematical economists somehow 
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adopted by Brighouse) then we can avoid the problems he raises 

about information in the market; likewise his problems with trans-

action costs are avoidable once one considers the potential for 

more authentic educational markets rather than the status quo of 

monopoly state provision considered by Brighouse. Significantly, 

Brighouse points to the hypocrisy amongst those egalitarians who 

condemn choice, while avoiding the fact that their ability to select 

a family home location reveals the inevitability (and unfairness) of 

choice within any state schooling system. Finally, and importantly, 

Brighouse suggests that formal choice systems including targeted 

vouchers might well be more egalitarian than current state school-

ing systems.

But won’t this defence come up against Brighouse’s own 

disavowal of private education? By delving deep into Brighouse’s 

and Swift’s discussion of legitimate parental partiality applied to 

the four types of parent who are likely to use private education, 

I suggest not. The principle permits many parents to use private 

education, and any attack on this privilege is equally, it would 

appear, an attack on the privilege of bedtime story-reading and 

other middle-class delights. Private education can, after all, be part 

of the armoury of liberal philosophers like Brighouse and Swift.

Brighouse writes: ‘I think that the values of family life and 

of benefiting the least advantaged are more important than 

educational equality’ (p. 44). Agreed. I wish then that he could be 

persuaded to drop his interest altogether in educational equality, 

and to focus on these other two values he finds more desirable. It’s 

a very potent combination, the strength of the family coupled with 

concern for the least advantaged. Focusing on those two alone 

could lead us to some pretty helpful policy reforms – including 

exploration of targeted and universal vouchers, and reforms to 

help strengthen the poor’s use of low-cost private education. 

An unhelpful obsession with educational equality instead seems 

to lead us up a garden path of counter-intuitive and illiberal 

philosophical meanderings.
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Notes
1. [Where no reference is given, this is to Brighouse (2009) in this volume].

2. ‘If it is unfair for a child’s prospects for achievement to be influenced by her social 

origins, why it is fair for them to be influenced by her natural talent (which is entirely 

beyond her control) or level of effort (which is itself heavily influenced by familial 

and neighbourhood factors)?’ (p. 28).

3. I’ve put it in these terms to make clear that some state authorities would have to be 

adjudicating on these issues for them to make any sense – Brighouse and Swift use 

the term ‘permissions’ in several places in this respect.
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A reordering of fundamental political values is required.

Howe, this volume, p. 88

Howe says this when questioning whether school choice can foster 

greater educational equality. It may well be that Howe would argue 

for a reordering of political values more generally; indeed that may 

be so for all three contributors, though they would not necessarily 

favour the same reordering (for instance, Howe and Tooley would 

certainly differ in how large a role they see for the state). The con-

tributors have stuck to their brief here in focusing on education. In 

this afterword, as in the introduction, I want to broaden the scope 
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a little, raising further questions about the notion of meritocracy, 

and about the role to be given to concern for the least advantaged.

Meritocracy revisited
As noted in the Introduction, the Panel on Fair Access to the 

Professions (a Panel set up by a Prime Minister of a party that used 

to be considered left-wing in the British context, and probably 

would still be considered left-wing in American terms) says quite 

straightforwardly ‘we want to see a meritocracy where individuals 

are able to advance on the basis of their talent and effort.’ One 

might wonder whether there is much room for dispute about that; 

at any rate, if individuals are going to advance it may seem obvi-

ously fairer that they should do so on the basis of their talent and 

effort rather than because they happen to be born to parents who 

are wealthy, or of a particular social class, or particular ethnicity, 

and so on. The shared assumption in the background is that we 

are talking about a society in which it is taken for granted that 

some individuals advance beyond others in competition with those 

others. This is an explicit part of Brighouse’s justification for being 

concerned about educational equality in the first place:

The intuitive case for educational equality rests on an intuition 

about what it takes for a competition to be fair. . . . Modern indus-

trial societies are structured so that socially produced rewards . . . 

are distributed unequally. Education is a crucial gateway to these 

rewards . . . It is unfair, then, if some get a worse education than 

others because, through no fault of their own, this puts them at a 

disadvantage in the competition for these unequally distributed 

goods. (Brighouse, this volume, p. 27)

Meritocracy, then, on this reading – as well as the ‘Radical Concep-

tion’ of equality that Brighouse also considers – is all about fairness 

to individuals, and accordingly it is often seen as obviously desir-

able. The Panel on Fair Access to the Professions acknowledges 

(briefly) that the idea has had its critics, including the person who 
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first introduced the idea: ‘It was Michael Young who first coined 

the term “meritocracy” in his 1958 book Rise of the Meritocracy,

which warned of the consequences for a society in which the able 

progressed but the less able languished’ (Panel on Fair Access to the 

Professions, Full Report, p. 27). This comment largely misses 

Young’s point by ignoring the question of what it is that the able 

are progressing towards.

In Young’s book it is quite clear that the hybrid Latin/Greek 

notion of meritocracy is formed by deliberate analogy with its 

genuine Greek predecessors ‘democracy’ and ‘aristocracy’. All three 

refer to forms of society, distinguished by who it is that holds and 

exercises power (the second element in each word). Accordingly, a 

meritocracy is not just a set of educational arrangements that try 

to proportion the education each individual gets to their merit; it 

is a kind of society ‘in which power and responsibility [are] as much 

proportioned to merit as education’ (Young, 1961, p. 114). The 

central point of Young’s satire (or dystopia) is that power and 

responsibility are exercised, not by an hereditary elite class, as in 

aristocracy, or by the people as (in theory at any rate) in democ-

racy, but by those who have merit. Merit is defined initially as the 

sum of intelligence and effort (very like the combination of talent 

and effort that figures in recent conceptions of meritocracy) but in 

Young’s future, as imagined in 1958, it is simply intelligence, as 

measured by sophisticated I.Q. tests, that comes to be dominant. In 

the real world five decades on, though I.Q. testing as such is less in 

favour, it is still progression up the educational ladder, certificated 

through testing and examination, that gets people into positions of 

status, responsibility and hence power.

Perhaps it seems right that those who are most intelligent should 

be the ones who exercise power. We should be mindful, though, 

of two things, both brought out in Young’s book. First, intelligence 

is by no means the only quality that matters in the exercise of 

power and responsibility. Aristotle has a distinction between prac-

tical wisdom, which is an ethically positive quality, and cleverness, 
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which is ethically neutral; intelligence seems to align with Aristotle’s 

cleverness. Second, Young predicts that as those who ascend the 

educational ladder most successfully will support their own chil-

dren and their cultural peers in doing the same, a new social class 

will begin to form.

Indeed, returning to the theme in 2001, Young wrote that the 

problem is not about the matching between individuals’ ability 

and the jobs that they are doing; it is that ‘those who are judged 

to have merit of a particular kind harden into a new social class 

without room in it for others’ (Young, 2001). The evidence pre-

sented by the Panel on Fair Access to the Professions, showing many 

professions increasingly recruiting entrants from professional back-

grounds, seems to go some way to support Young’s claim.

It is, then, ironic that a shift in the way the term ‘meritocratic’ is 

understood has enabled the pursuit of meritocracy to be seen as 

the very way in which the evils of meritocracy, as Young saw it, can 

be avoided. The point of the meritocratic conception of equal 

opportunity, as outlined by Brighouse, is that the prospects of an 

individual should depend solely on her own talents and efforts 

independently of any advantages she may gain from, say, having 

professional parents. Yet, as we can see from the arguments over 

parental partiality that James Tooley raises in response to Harry 

Brighouse and Adam Swift, this very attempt to concentrate on the 

individual will, if our thinking is too simplistic, lead to an abstrac-

tion from the wider environmental and cultural factors that in 

reality will inevitably have their influence.

On the meritocratic conception of equal opportunity, there is 

one underlying value that matters most of all, and it is not equality. 

It is fairness (to individuals), as can be seen in the quotation from 

Brighouse above. Nevertheless, Brighouse does think that equality 

in education is one value that matters, but only alongside, and in 

some circumstances to be overridden by, family values and the 

good of the least advantaged. Both Howe and Tooley take some 

issue with Brighouse on the interpretation of these values and the 
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priorities to be accorded to them. Tooley thinks that, if Brighouse 

is to hold on to his family values and his concern for the least 

advantaged, he should drop any distinct concern with equality 

altogether. Is that the right way to go in ‘a re-ordering of funda-

mental political values’? Or is there some alternative reordering 

that would keep a distinctive place for equality as a value? In what 

follows I want to suggest – I use that word deliberately, for the 

amount of argument possible here is limited – that equality can 

have a distinct role. My limited argument will have three steps: 

to draw attention to the way that values can actually operate in 

people’s motivation; to make some observations about concern for 

the least advantaged as a motivating value; to suggest that equality 

as a motivating value is significantly different from, and could be 

preferable to, concern for the least advantaged.

Values as motivating factors in 
individual behaviour
I am sure the contributors to this volume do not dispute that 

values do not operate only in philosophical arguments nor only 

in government policies. They operate also in the thinking and 

the decisions made by individuals about their own lives, and by 

parents about the lives of their children.

The meritocratic conception of educational equality – and more 

especially, the discussion of school choice as a possible instrument 

of the meritocratic conception – tends to assume that parents are 

motivated primarily by the wish that the child should have the best 

possible education. This is inherently a competitive wish, since it 

cannot be that every child will have the best education. Perhaps it 

is not a strict truth of logic that it is impossible for every child to 

have the best education, since we might be able to imagine a world 

in which, somehow, it is possible for every child to get just exactly 

the sort of education that is best for that individual child. But 

clearly the world we live in is not like that. We assume both that the 
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kind of education that is good for one child is good for another (at 

least across some central aspects of education), and that it is not 

realistically possible for the education of every child, in every 

school, to be equally good. So the motivation assumed on the 

meritocratic model inherently involves a wish that one’s own child 

will do better than some other children will.

This inherently competitive motivation is not much softened if 

we say, with Brighouse (this volume, p. 57) that the information 

parents need is not how good a school is, but how high the 

probability is that it will be good for one’s own child. For the 

culture (especially in Britain) of a quasi-market in schooling 

backed up by league tables encourages the idea that certain schools 

are good for most, if not all, of the children attending them, while 

other schools are rather poor for most, if not all, of the children 

attending them.

Interestingly, it was the ‘semi-skilled’ choosers in the Gewirtz, 

Ball and Bowe study (reported by Brighouse, this volume, pp. 22–3) 

who thought more of finding the ‘good’ school rather than the 

right one for their child. We might wonder whether this is such a 

bad basis for choice. It is only from a certain perspective that the 

focus on the right school for one’s child as the crucial factor is the

right way to choose; to want one’s own child together with other 

children from the neighbourhood to attend a school that is good 

for all of them is a significantly different consideration, and is a 

consideration that parents can – and at least some parents do – 

take into account.

If the meritocratic assumptions about parental motivation are 

right, there will be no place in parental motivation for either equal-

ity or a concern for the benefit of the least advantaged. These will 

be values that enter into schooling and its outcomes only at the 

level of policy; roughly, it will be the business of government to try 

to design institutions in such a way that, while parents pursue only 

the good of their own children, the system as a whole works in a 

way that is not too bad from the point of view of equality, or not 
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too bad for those who are worst off, or both. It is not surprising 

that such a system is hard to design.

Yet it is possible for parents, like any other citizens – or rather, 

like citizens under any other description – to be motivated by more 

than a concern that their own child should do as well as possible. It 

is possible for citizens who are parents to care about equality and 

to care about the fate of the least advantaged in their society. It is 

even possible for such values to be quite widely acknowledged, not 

just as requirements on government policy, but within a culture.

Consider an example that comes up in Tooley’s dispute with 

Brighouse and Swift about legitimate parental partiality: taking 

one’s children on exotic holidays. It is a little odd that Tooley 

mentions this in the same breath as reading bedtime stories to 

one’s children, since the two cases are very different. Reading 

bedtime stories to one’s child is something that virtually any 

parent can do, or at least any parent in a society that succeeds in 

achieving full adult literacy and that is humane enough to enable 

people to have access to books without having to purchase them 

(e.g. through free public lending libraries). Taking children on 

exotic holidays is an option that is much more restricted in terms 

of parents’ income and no doubt in terms of the mores of the 

parents’ cultural reference group. Some parents will be able and 

willing to take their children on exotic holidays; of these parents, 

some at least may be sensible of their relatively privileged position 

in their society and may think it a pity that such holidays are not 

available to more children.

Now consider the following imagined scenario. There is a 

voluntary organization that exists to make exotic holidays possible 

for children who would otherwise not have the opportunity to go 

on such holidays. This organization suggests that any parents 

taking their own children on an exotic holiday should make a 

voluntary donation (say of 10 per cent of the cost of their holiday 

with their own children) towards the fund for holidays for the under-

privileged children. There would be no coercion, no interference 
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with parental freedom, in this scheme. It is possible – I am making 

no claims about its being likely, starting from where we are now – it 

is possible that supporting this scheme could become part of the 

cultural values of the society. Parents who are able to take their 

children on exotic holidays could come to be just a little ashamed 

about doing so without contributing something to make such 

holidays possible for others.

I shall only mention and say nothing further here about the 

complication that such parents might also think they should be 

limiting their own exotic travel for the sake of the environment. 

That complication actually supports my overall point here: that we 

should not simply assume that parents will always, or should 

always, do what they consider to be best for their own child, 

regardless of other considerations; citizens who are parents can 

be motivated in part by extra-familial values (some parents are

concerned about the real world where ‘millions of children are 

without any education at all’ – Tooley, this volume, p. 105). 

These extra-familial values may include a concern for the least 

advantaged, and they may include equality. It is time to say a little 

more about these values.

Revisiting the benefit of the least 
advantaged
What would be the likely motivation of the parents in the scenario 

just considered? Hardly equality, for we are not imagining them 

wanting all people to have an equal number of equally exotic 

holidays. Their concern seems much more likely to be a concern 

that the lives of those who are worst off should be made at least a 

little better.

The contributors to this volume have all commented on the 

difference between equality and the benefit of the least advantaged 

as factors influencing policy; I want now to comment on the 

difference between them in the motivation of individuals and 
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groups. As often, a simplified example can help to make the point. 

So imagine again (as in my Rawlsian sketch in the Introduction) 

a new small society being set up by people who have no shared 

tradition of values to guide them, only perhaps a hope for a better 

life than they have been experiencing (there are historical examples 

of people founding societies intended to be utopias). These people 

recognize that individuals will have different skills and talents 

and that it may well happen that some people can achieve a 

better material quality of life than others. They are (let’s suppose) 

not devoid of altruism. What values might develop in such a 

community?

One possibility is that those who turn out to be relatively well 

off will accept that the position of the worst off should be improved. 

Accordingly, the well off will take steps to see that the worst off are 

not too badly off (according to the judgement of the well off). 

Their motivation may be a moral and conscientious one. The 

motivation might, for instance, have been that of the landed 

aristocracy in eighteenth-century England who accepted a degree 

of responsibility for the welfare of their tenants, or of the (rela-

tively rare) nineteenth-century philanthropic mill owners who 

built better than average housing for their workers. It might be 

the motivation too of middle-class parents now who are able and 

willing to get their children into better than average schools while 

trying conscientiously to take some political steps to see that 

schools attended by those less fortunate are at least not as bad as 

they might be.1

In fact as a motivation a concern for the benefit of the least 

advantaged fits rather well with the ethos of meritocracy. Those 

who can are to rise to the top in terms of influence and responsibil-

ity; they are to use their influence, responsibly, to help those who 

do not have the same natural advantages. (Remember that at the 

moment I am considering, not the effects of this or that policy, but 

possible motivations at a more personal and cultural level.) It is 

perhaps a reason for caution about this meritocratic attitude that 
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it may have an analogy on the global level, to which Tooley rightly 

draws our attention. Do the stances sometimes taken in the 

developed world towards the still developing, often post-colonial 

world, sometimes amount to the idea: ‘we – the developed Western 

countries – have succeeded through our talent and effort; now we 

will help to improve your position.’? It hardly needs saying that this 

is not a stance of equality between nations.

The voice of equality in the 
conversation of citizens
It is clear that there is not necessarily anything remotely egalitarian 

about the motivation of the well off who help, and may even accept 

they have an obligation to help, the worst off. In my simplified 

scenario of the new society, in its first version, what happened was 

that a culture developed in which the better off and the worst off in 

some respects did not share the same values. Both the worst off 

and the already well off may have the desire that their own lot 

should be improved – that much at least is shared – but a sense of 

obligation to improve the lot of the worst off is not a motivation 

that can be shared by the worst off themselves. There was, however, 

another way in which the value culture of the small society could 

have developed. It might have developed as a community sharing 

the understanding that all its members are in the same boat and 

that the resources developed within the community are resources 

to be used for the benefit of the community. With this understand-

ing can go the sense, not that a part of the community ought to 

accept some responsibility for another part, but that all have a 

shared responsibility for all.

Put like that, this idea of a shared sense of responsibility may 

sound hopelessly vague, or unrealistically utopian, or dangerously 

socialist (for readers for whom ‘socialist’ is a pejorative term). I am 

actually not trying here to advocate a certain social motivation, for 

that would need more argument than there is space for. My point 
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here is to draw attention to what we might call (borrowing the 

form of the phrase, if nothing else, from Oakeshott) the voice of 

equality in the conversation of citizens, a voice that can influence 

both their own behaviour and public policy.

The voice of equality expresses a different motivation, a differ-

ent underlying value orientation, from, simply, concern for the 

benefit of the least advantaged. This qualitative difference in the 

underlying value orientation remains even if it is true that basing 

public policy on a concern for the least advantaged would do 

more to improve the lot of the least advantaged than would an 

egalitarian public policy. It is possible to put positive value on 

the orientation expressed in the voice of equality independently 

of a comparison of the effects of putting one or the other into 

practice.

This voice is perhaps little heard now.2 It was easier to speak in 

this voice when terms such as ‘fraternity’ and ‘solidarity’ still had 

resonance, and when the notion of socialism could be used 

without embarrassment or apology. It was once heard, I would 

suggest, in the thinking about public policy that led in Britain to 

the formation of the National Health Service and later, to support 

for a system of comprehensive schools. It was heard earlier in the 

USA in the writings of John Dewey. It can be expressed in a more 

collective version of the self-help to which Tooley refers (this 

volume, pp. 120–1). It is still sometimes heard in the thinking of 

parents who make a conscious choice not to pursue by all means 

available the schooling that will be optimum for their child, but 

rather to support their local school, even if it not yet the best, 

because they think they can help to make it better and that their 

child will thereby benefit along with others. While this voice will 

certainly agree that where competition is inevitable (in appointment 

to jobs, for instance), it must be fair, it will also prefer to see a less 

competitive society in areas where that is possible; and it will 

believe that in education it is possible. While it will accept that 

Brighouse’s ‘radical’ conception of education is radical against a 
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background of meritocracy, it will suggest that there could be a 

more thoroughly radical conception that would not begin by 

putting individual competition centre-stage.

It is not my argument here that everything said in this voice 

is realistic or that it could be the sole basis for good policy. My 

modest conclusion is that the silence of this voice would be an 

impoverishment of the ethical environment in which public 

debate, not least that about educational equality, goes on.

Notes
1. See Adam Swift’s How Not To Be a Hypocrite: School Choice for the Morally Perplexed 

Parent (2003) for discussion of the rights and wrongs of this and related parental 

positions.

2. For a recent expression of this voice see Fielding, M., ‘On the Necessity of Radical 

State Education: Democracy and the Common School’ (2008).
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