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Summary – Ethnicity and Attainment in Schools 
 
Statements of evidence and statements of policy  
 
DMAG aims to provide an impartial analysis of empirical data. Nothing in this report 
should be interpreted as a statement of GLA policy. 
 
What past research, carried out before the creation of the pan-London pupil 
dataset in 2002, told us 
 
Raw score education results, which are the main focus of this report, matter. Young 
Londoners without educational qualifications are more likely than others to face 
unemployment. Education is a high stakes game. 
 
Before the creation of the National Pupil Database (NPD) in 2002, research tended to 
rely on data from sample surveys or was found in reports from a limited number of 
local authorities. The numbers of individuals for whom records of attainment were 
available in sample surveys and local authority reports were generally small. 
Research based on pre-2002 data, sample survey data, and reports from small local 
authorities can be useful, but caution is needed in assuming that findings from 
studies based on that data will apply equally to all schools in all London boroughs.   
 
A frequently quoted conclusion from past research, typically based on small sample 
surveys which are not specific to London, is that there is a hierarchy of educational 
attainment. At the end of compulsory schooling, Chinese and Indian have been seen 
as having higher levels of attainment than White pupils while Black, Bangladeshi and 
Pakistani children have been seen as having lower levels of attainment than White 
pupils. The more comprehensive (and more recent) LPD enables us to say with 
absolute certainty whether those conclusions apply to schooling in the capital now. 
Additionally, given its size, the LPD can support analyses which show the attainment 
of Chinese children separately from that of other children, in a way that the small 
sample survey on which figure 1 is based cannot. 
 

Figure 1. Percentage of pupils achieving 5 or more GCSE A*-C grades, by 
ethnicity. England and Wales, 1992 to 2002.
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Cohort Survey data. The YCS is a national sample survey. 
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Poverty, measured as pupils’ entitlement to free schools meals, has also been linked 
to inequality in educational outcomes. More recent evidence from the NPD suggests 
that socio-economic differences do not ‘explain away’ differences in the attainment of 
pupils from different ethnic groups. Differences in attainment between pupils from 
different ethnic groups exist amongst pupils who are entitled to free school meals and 
amongst pupils who are not entitled to free school meals.  
 
Additionally, differences in average attainment exist between boys and girls which 
can override differences associated with entitlement to free school meals. Black 
Caribbean girls who are entitled to free school meals have higher levels of attainment 
at GCSE on standard performance table measures than Black Caribbean boys who 
are not entitled to free school meals. The same point applies to Bangladeshi girls 
entitled to free school meals and to Bangladeshi boys not entitled to free school 
meals.  
 

Figure 2. Percentage of London pupils achieving 5+ GCSE A*-C 
grades in 2002, by ethnicity and FSM. Provisional.
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  Source: 2002 LPD 
 
Nonetheless, inequality in the educational attainment of pupils from different ethnic 
groups is accompanied by a wider economic inequality amongst adults. The 
proportion of Black and ethnic minority pupils in London’s schools has increased. 
There may be implications for social cohesion, and for the global competitiveness of 
London’s economy, if inequalities are seen as persisting and adversely affecting an 
increasing proportion of London’s residents.  
 
More optimistically, past research also provides evidence of change over time. 
Current inequalities are not fixed in stone. That said, evidence in the report indicates 
that Black Caribbean pupils may not have benefited from wider changes in 
attainment in London to the extent that might be expected.  
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Figure 3. Youth Cohort Study 1999. Percentage in Year 11 gaining 5+ 
GCSE A*-C grades 1989-1998, England and Wales
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  Source: DfEE Statistical Bulletin 4/1999 
 
Pre-NPD research also indicates that socio-economic factors have a bearing on 
attainment. When socio-economic differences are taken into account, inequalities of 
attainment within ethnic groups may be as great as or greater than inequality 
between ethnic groups.   
 

Figure 4. Percentage of pupils in maintained schools achieving 
5 or more higher grade GCSE passes in 1995, England and 
Wales
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 Source: Sean Demack, David Drew and Mike Grimsley Minding the Gap: ethnic, gender and social class differences 
in attainment at 16, 1988-95.(20)  
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Data from individual local authority research and statistics units in the 1990s 
confirmed that in some authorities Black pupils had higher levels of attainment than 
White pupils, and that in others Bangladeshi and White pupils had similar levels of 
attainment. Additionally, in at least one local authority outside London, Black 
Caribbean pupils were found to have high levels of attainment in the early years of 
primary schooling. 
 
On balance, past research points to inequality in the educational attainment of 
children from different ethnic groups, which nonetheless can change over time and 
which is likely to be influenced in part, though not totally, by the child’s level of socio-
economic advantage (and quite possibly by the quality of education).   
 
What the pan-London and national pupil datasets tell us now 
 
DfES Analytical Services provide an annually updated subset of London data from 
the NPD. This London Pupil Dataset (LPD) is not a sample survey. It contains 
individual pupil records of all young people in the maintained sector who attend 
London schools (regardless of where they live) or who live in London (regardless of 
where they attend school).  Individual pupil records include information on ethnicity 
and educational attainment.  
 
Analysis of this data confirms that positive change can take place during the 
individual child’s educational career. In London, Bangladeshi pupils have particularly 
low levels of attainment at key stage 1 in the early years of primary schooling, have 
one of the highest levels of entitlement to free school meals of any group of pupils, 
but nonetheless show improved performance in later key stages. In public 
examinations at the end of compulsory schooling the attainment of Bangladeshi 
pupils in London is close to that of White pupils. Similarly, data from the LPD indicate 
that the average attainment of Pakistani pupils in public examinations at the end of 
compulsory schooling is close to that of White pupils. 
 

Figure 5. Percentage of pupils with records in the London Pupil Dataset 
reaching nationally expected levels in key stage English tests and 
achieving 5 or more GCSE A*-C grades in 2002. GCSE results are 
provisional
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  Source: 2002 LPD 
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Asian pupils in London tend not only to ‘catch up’ with White pupils by the end of 
compulsory schooling, but also tend to have higher levels of attainment than their 
counterparts in England as a whole. Analyses of NPD data published by the DfES 
show that, in more than two out of three London boroughs and on standard 
performance measures, the average level of attainment in all Asian groups at GCSE 
exceeds that of White British pupils in the same local authority, exceeds the London 
average, and exceeds the average for England. 
 
Table 1. Comparative position, pupils gaining 5 or more higher grade 
examination passes at the end of compulsory schooling in London 
boroughs, 2004 

  Number of London boroughs where 

 

Pupils in a particular 
group have a higher 

pass rate than 
equivalent (M/F/T) 

White British pupils in 
the same borough  

Pupils in a particular 
group have a higher 

pass rate than 
equivalent (M/F/T) 
pupils in London as 

a whole 

Pupils in a particular 
group have a higher 

pass rate than 
equivalent (M/F/T) 

pupils in England as 
a whole 

 Male Female All Male Female All Male Female All

White 16 20 19  12 14 13 15 14 14
White British - - -  13 13 15 14 13 15
Irish 19 22 24  20 24 25 20 24 26
Any other White 15 19 19  15 14 14 15 14 15
        
Mixed 15 19 18  13 12 12 13 13 12
White and Black Caribbean 11 10 11  8 9 8 9 9 9
White and Black African 13 10 19  12 10 16 12 10 16
White and Asian 22 22 27  21 20 28 21 20 28
Any other multiple heritage 13 18 18  12 14 15 13 14 15
        
Asian 26 30 29  24 25 27 25 26 27
Indian 29 29 32  25 29 32 25 29 32
Pakistani 19 20 25  18 18 21 18 19 22
Bangladeshi 20 18 21  16 15 17 16 16 17
Any other Asian 22 29 25  25 24 26 25 24 27
        
Black 5 11 9  5 5 4 7 7 6
Black Caribbean 5 8 5  3 4 4 3 5 4
Black African 9 14 13  8 9 9 8 10 9
Any Other Black 10 11 8  7 6 8 7 7 8
        
Chinese 28 27 31  27 26 29 27 26 30
Any other ethnic group 18 24 20  17 19 17 17 20 20
Unclassified 18 20 19  18 18 20 18 18 20
All pupils 16 24 28  11 13 13 13 14 14
                    
Source: supplementary tables associated with DfES Statistical First Release 08 2005 
 
The same published tables show that Black African pupils outperform their White 
British counterparts in a little under half of London boroughs, that Black African pupils 
exceed the average for London in four boroughs, and that Black African pupils 
exceed the national average in six London boroughs. 
 
Progress in attainment over time is not spread equally amongst all groups. The gap 
between Black Caribbean pupils and White pupils as a whole in London tends to 
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increase as pupils move through the school system. Nonetheless, Black Caribbean 
attainment at GCSE exceeds that of White British pupils in five London boroughs, 
and exceeds the national average in four London authorities. As a group, Black 
Caribbean pupils are least likely to exceed the regional and national average. 
 
Nonetheless, there is evidence of high levels of attainment by Black Caribbean pupils 
in individual secondary schools. Some schools and some pupils may be succeeding 
against the odds, and data from those schools may warrant further analysis. 
However, as in any other research, what the evidence will tell us should not be 
assumed in advance of investigation. High levels of success in some schools may be 
a consequence of schools selecting pupils who already have high levels of 
attainment before being admitted, rather than being a consequence of an educational 
breakthrough. 
 
The report uses GCSE point scores, which are also reported in national performance 
tables. These identify the full range of pupil attainment in a way that threshold 
measures, such as the percentage of pupils who do and who do not achieve five or 
more higher grade passes at GCSE, cannot. In 2002, points were awarded for each 
grade as follows: A*=8, A=7, B=6, C=5, D=4, E=3, F=2, G=1, other=0. The more and 
higher the grades a pupil achieves, the higher his or her total point score.  
 
The full range of point scores are used to measure the similarity and dissimilarity in 
the attainment of BME pupils compared with White pupils, and that comparison is 
given in table 2 on the last page of the summary. Viewed this way, the attainment of 
Chinese pupils, followed by that of Black Caribbean pupils, shows the least similarity 
with that of White pupils.  
 
GCSE point scores are also used in the report to review similarities and 
dissimilarities of attainment taking socio-economic factors are taken into account. 
The socio-economic context is provided by information from the 2001 national at 
census output area level. Differences in attainment within ethnic groups, when social 
advantage and disadvantage are taken into account, tend to be larger than the 
general differences between White pupils and BME pupils.  
 
Nonetheless, differences in attainment between White and ethnic minority pupils 
continue to exist when the socio-economic context is taken into account, albeit at a 
reduced level. The attainment of Black Caribbean pupils tends to vary least when the 
socio-economic context is taken into account, and shows considerable similarity with 
that of White pupils in neighbourhoods with a high level of social disadvantage.  
 
The report provides evidence that differences of attainment within the White group 
are a major feature of educational inequality in London. This particularly applies to 
differences in the attainment of White pupils living in socially advantaged areas on 
the one hand and of White pupils living in socially disadvantaged areas. Continuing 
progress on school improvement in the capital will not realise its full potential if that 
gap is not closed or at least reduced. 
 
The report also provides a range of evidence that the attainment of Black Caribbean 
pupils is a particular issue in London. On the available evidence, pupils in this group 
are most likely to fall behind others as they move through the education system, 
leading to what is a near collapse in attainment at the end of compulsory schooling 
for far too many (though not all) Black Caribbean pupils. This collapse cannot wholly 
be explained by economic disadvantage, but it is a near certainty that it will lead to 
economic disadvantage for too many pupils in this group when they leave the school 
system.   
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Table 2. Number and percentage of pupils in each uncapped GCSE point score 
range by ethnicity, 2002 - provisional 
 White 

Black 
Caribbean

Black 
African

Black 
Other Indian Pakistani Bangladeshi Chinese

Number of pupils in each point score group 
0 2,694 333 425 169 139 99 154 24
0.5 - 10.0 2,478 430 465 182 108 96 170 12
10.5 - 20.0 3,256 672 668 260 252 192 249 24
20.5 - 30.0 4,688 859 855 387 499 310 357 40
30.5 - 40.0 6,145 925 978 404 832 452 527 68
40.5 - 50.0 7,187 779 994 377 1,223 594 562 115
50.5 - 60.0 6,188 429 709 243 1,200 394 437 140
60.5 - 70.0 4,033 172 320 126 826 211 217 122
70.5 - 80.0 1,795 35 100 38 429 70 99 68
80.5+ 525 5 22 10 106 22 20 42
Totals 38,989 4,639 5,536 2,196 5,614 2,440 2,792 655

Percentage of pupils in each point score group 
0 6.9 7.2 7.7 7.7 2.5 4.1 5.5 3.7
0.5 - 10.0 6.4 9.3 8.4 8.3 1.9 3.9 6.1 1.8
10.5 - 20.0 8.4 14.5 12.1 11.8 4.5 7.9 8.9 3.7
20.5 - 30.0 12 18.5 15.4 17.6 8.9 12.7 12.8 6.1
30.5 - 40.0 15.8 19.9 17.7 18.4 14.8 18.5 18.9 10.4
40.5 - 50.0 18.4 16.8 18 17.2 21.8 24.3 20.1 17.6
50.5 - 60.0 15.9 9.2 12.8 11.1 21.4 16.1 15.7 21.4
60.5 - 70.0 10.3 3.7 5.8 5.7 14.7 8.6 7.8 18.6
70.5 - 80.0 4.6 0.8 1.8 1.7 7.6 2.9 3.5 10.4
80.5+ 1.3 0.1 0.4 0.5 1.9 0.9 0.7 6.4
Totals 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100

Percentage of pupils with point scores similar to those of White pupils. 
0  6.9 6.9 6.9 2.5 4.1 5.5 3.7
0.5 - 10.0  6.4 6.4 6.4 1.9 3.9 6.1 1.8
10.5 - 20.0  8.4 8.4 8.4 4.5 7.9 8.4 3.7
20.5 - 30.0  12 12 12 8.9 12 12 6.1
30.5 - 40.0  15.8 15.8 15.8 14.8 15.8 15.8 10.4
40.5 - 50.0  16.8 18 17.2 18.4 18.4 18.4 17.6
50.5 - 60.0  9.2 12.8 11.1 15.9 15.9 15.7 15.9
60.5 - 70.0  3.7 5.8 5.7 10.3 8.6 7.8 10.3
70.5 - 80.0  0.8 1.8 1.7 4.6 2.9 3.5 4.6
80.5+  0.1 0.4 0.5 1.3 0.9 0.7 1.3
Totals  80.1 88.3 85.7 83.1 90.4 93.9 75.4

Difference 
0  0.3 0.8 0.8 -4.4 -2.8 -1.4 -3.2
0.5 - 10.0  2.9 2 1.9 -4.5 -2.5 -0.3 -4.6
10.5 - 20.0  6.1 3.7 3.4 -3.9 -0.5 0.5 -4.7
20.5 - 30.0  6.5 3.4 5.6 -3.1 0.7 0.8 -5.9
30.5 - 40.0  4.1 1.9 2.6 -1 2.7 3.1 -5.4
40.5 - 50.0  -1.6 -0.4 -1.2 3.4 5.9 1.7 -0.8
50.5 - 60.0  -6.7 -3.1 -4.8 5.5 0.2 -0.2 5.5
60.5 - 70.0  -6.6 -4.5 -4.6 4.4 -1.7 -2.5 8.3
70.5 - 80.0  -3.8 -2.8 -2.9 3 -1.7 -1.1 5.8
80.5+  -1.2 -0.9 -0.8 0.6 -0.4 -0.6 5.1
Absolute difference 39.8 23.5 28.6 33.8 19.1 12.2 49.3
Percentage difference 19.9 11.8 14.3 16.9 9.6 6.1 24.7
Source: 2002 LPD        
Half GCSEs receive half the standard point score. Some pupils are therefore recorded as having scored, for example, 0.5 
points.  
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Other formats and languages
For a large print, Braille, disc, sign language video or audio-tape version 
of this document, please contact us at the address below:

Public Liaison Unit
Greater London Authority Telephone 020 7983 4100
City Hall Minicom 020 7983 4458
The Queen’s Walk www.london.gov.uk
London SE1 2AA

You will need to supply your name, your postal address and state the 
format and title of the publication you require.

If you would like a summary of this document in your language, please 
phone the number or contact us at the address above.

Chinese Hindi
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Turkish Arabic
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City Hall
The Queen’s Walk 
London SE1 2AA

www.london.gov.uk
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