White working-class pupils lag in 3,000 schools with bright spots in just 21
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Concerns are growing over the educational achievements of white working-class pupils in England, with recent data revealing that they are falling behind their peers in over 3,000 secondary schools. Official statistics indicate that only 21 out of more than 3,400 schools report performance levels among white working-class children that come close to the national average. This dramatic disparity is highlighted by the fact that just 18.6% of white working-class pupils achieve grades 5 or above in English and maths GCSE, significantly lower than the 45.9% national benchmark.
Education Secretary Bridget Phillipson has voiced alarm over what she describes as a 'betrayal' of these children, signalling an urgent need to address their underperformance across various metrics, including academic attainment, behaviour, and life chances. Her comments come in response to ongoing challenges from the Reform UK party, led by Nigel Farage, and signify a governmental recognition of a demographic that has historically been overlooked by policy makers. Ms Phillipson stated, “Put simply, these children have been betrayed – left behind in society’s rear-view mirror.” 
Critics, however, assert that the Labour government’s recent initiatives are politically motivated, aiming to counteract rising support for Reform UK's narrative on educational disadvantage. Tory education spokesman Neil O’Brien has dismissed Phillipson's efforts as 'disastrous', accusing her of dismantling long-standing reforms introduced over the past three decades, reforms designed to elevate educational standards. He pointed to cuts in support for academically gifted students in subjects such as maths and sciences, arguing that these changes fail to address the underlying issues of educational inequality.
Statistically, the divide in attainment continues to widen, with white British pupils eligible for free school meals performing, on average, a grade and a half lower than their wealthier counterparts across all GCSE subjects. The reasons cited for this performance gap are multifaceted, including a concerning lack of parental involvement and aspirations. Research indicates that white boys from disadvantaged backgrounds often report the lowest aspirations of all demographic groups, and this trend extends beyond boys, with white working-class girls also showing significant declines in academic performance over the past five years. 
An inquiry, led by Sir Hamid Patel, who oversees several successful schools in northern England, will probe deeper into the factors contributing to this educational failure. Alongside him, notable figures such as former Home Secretary Sir David Blunkett and school standards tsar Sir Kevan Collins are expected to provide valuable insights. This investigation will explore the drivers behind white working-class pupils' struggles, examining how issues related to behaviour, attendance, mental health, and educational engagement affect their overall prospects.
Moreover, historical data reveals a consistent trend over decades, with reports indicating that white working-class pupils have been systematically neglected within the education system. For instance, only 32% of disadvantaged white British children achieved five good GCSEs, compared to 42% of black Caribbean children and a striking 61% of disadvantaged Indian children. 
It is evident that the challenges facing white working-class pupils stem from a range of socio-economic factors, including the 'double disadvantage' of low family income and geographical poverty, particularly in rural areas. Research indicates that these boys are significantly less likely to pursue A-levels or higher education than their peers from more privileged backgrounds, often due to systemic barriers entrenched in their local contexts. 
As policymakers move to address these pressing issues, the emphasis must shift toward creating tailored strategies that consider the unique challenges faced by white working-class pupils. The inquiry aims not only to highlight successful practices in the minority of schools that excel in supporting these students but also to broaden the conversation around educational reform, addressing the persistent inequalities that have characterised their educational journeys for far too long.
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