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The Milburn progress report

At the end of May 2012, Alan Milburn, the Government's social mobility 'csar', 
published his progress report on fair access to the UK professions. It contained 
some stark facts.

• Of the UK Coalition Cabinet in May 2010, 59% were educated privately.
• Privately educated Members of Parliament comprised 30% of the total in 

1997 but after the 2010 election now comprise 35%, with just 13 private 
schools providing 10% of all MPs.

• Of today’s top 200 civil servants, 27% were educated at an independent 
school.

• 43% of barristers attended a fee-paying secondary school, with almost a third 
going on to study at Oxford or Cambridge.

• Of the country’s top journalists, 54% were privately educated, with a third 
graduating from Oxford or Cambridge.

• The five UK universities most often targeted by Britain’s top graduate 
employers in 2011/12 were Cambridge, London (including Imperial College, 
University College London and the London School of Economics), 
Manchester, Nottingham and Oxford. These universities have some of the 
lowest proportions of students from disadvantaged backgrounds.

Milburn said of them: "this is social engineering on a grand scale."

IF one accepts that the overall policy aim should be to raise the state funded 
education sector to the level of the private funded one, there are STILL big 
concerns.

For example, although all schools will have a statutory duty from this September to 
provide independent, impartial careers guidance for pupils aged 14–16, as Milburn 
points out, "there is still a question about whether schools will be able to do this 
effectively given that they have no additional funding. The Government must take 
all necessary steps to ensure that careers advice in schools does not miss the most 
disadvantaged pupils."

Looking at individual UK professions, his report finds that journalism has in fact of 
late increased social exclusivity as a profession and that law, medicine and politics/
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government have not significantly improved since 2009, though there are some 
unique exceptions. 

So is the Leveson Inquiry a case of one privileged profession (law) scrutinising 
others (journalism/politics/government)?

Will doctors take their medicine?

But I now want to focus on the medical profession. 

Milburn's report tell us that "work experience is a requirement for entry to medical 
school but getting access to it is often unstructured and informal. It is wide open to 
gaming by those in the know and indirectly discriminates against those who are not. 
We could uncover little systematic effort on the part of the medical profession to 
address this palpable unfairness .. Until recently, at least, it appears that work 
experience was unstructured and ad hoc, which favoured young people with 
connections – including many sons and daughters of doctors." 

Is this a fair system?

He goes on to examine the highly competitive entry process to Medicine as one of 
the most popular university courses. 

I quote again at length: "Medical schools set a very high academic bar and are 
extremely selective about who is accepted.  In the 2010/11 undergraduate intake, 
57% of accepted medical school applicants came from the top three socio-economic 
classes, but only 7% from the bottom three socio-economic classes. In 2002/03, 
23% of medical and dental undergraduates were from private schools. By 2010/11 
this pattern had barely changed."

This all seems to confirm my own developing thinking about the medical profession 
based on my knowledge of A-level choices and outcomes within STEM (Science, 
Technology, Engineering and Mathematics) subjects.

Many elements of the post16 education system in the UK are geared towards 
producing an elite of medical practitioners, and this process not only shapes that 
cohort but impacts on those who fall by the wayside trying to become part of it. 

Things have certainly opened up more to women and certain Asian minorities, but 
as Milburn points out, the stereotypical NHS hospital consultant is still a white 
male and presumably from a higher socio-economic status, though we don't have 
the data to show this - Milburn specifically asks for it from a range of medical 
organisations, but I wonder if they will wish to provide it?
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Have Clegg & Co got the answers for UK plc?

The week before Milburn's report came out, the Deputy Prime Minister Nick Clegg 
made a speech at a Sutton Trust Conference in which he noted that: "A study at the 
University of Bristol showed that state school educated children with top A-levels 
were 50% more likely to get first-class degrees than privately educated children 
with the same grades." He then launched the Government's update on its social 
mobility strategy.

This document emphasises the Coalition's belief that increasing social mobility can 
also drive UK growth through creating a more highly skilled workforce and putting 
people in the right jobs for their talents. 

Of most interest to me were some of the education indicators the document sets out 
and the statement that from July 2012 one of these will be "the education 
destinations of students after they leave school or college, and we aim to expand 
this to include employment destinations from 2013."

One current indicator is 'High attainment at age 19 by school or college type'. This is 
defined as "the proportion of children studying towards A level qualifications at age 
17 achieving at least grades AAB at A level in ‘facilitating subjects’, by type of school 
or college attended". As it notes these ‘facilitating subjects’ were identified by the 
Russell Group of UK universities in its Informed Choices report of last year as those 
subjects most likely to be required or preferred for entry to degree courses, such as 
STEM subjects or modern foreign languages.

And this is where it gets interesting.

There is a gap of 16% between state and independent sectors (which has remained 
stable over the last 3 years) as to the proportion of students who do well in these 
facilitating subjects . The Government hopes that the following key policies will 
reduce this gap by leveraging up the state sector through:

• ensuring that young people are well prepared for stretching A level courses;
• improving teacher quality by e.g. increasing the supply of specialist subject 

teachers; and
• the Department for Education’s school improvement programme.

None of these will make a blind difference in terms of opening access to medicine if 
the entry practices continue as described by Milburn. They also ignore the fact that 
many state sector students (of whom some may actually come from a disadvantaged 
background) are being mis-sold the glamour of becoming a surgeon or a GP, and so 
are honing their exam performance in these subjects to get the required A* grades, 
but further along the selection process they will be filtered out in favour of 
candidates who really ARE suitable to be let loose on patients. The medical 
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profession has no objection to the fact that this process raises the stakes for all in 
state education - but then many of this very elite come from the independent sector, 
so why should they?

Another current indicator in the strategy is 'Higher Education participation in the 
most selective institutions by type of school or college attended'. 

This is defined as "the proportion of A level students who progress to the most 
selective universities (i.e. the top third ranked by UCAS tariff score) by age 19, by 
type of school or college attended." The indicator has a far larger gap (26%, again 
stable over 3 years) than the previous one when split between state and 
independent sectors. Key policies to address this gap include:

• raising standards in state schools to narrow the attainment gap;
• improving the quality of careers guidance and raising aspirations; and
• widening participation.

Again great intentions, but Milburn subsequently gave a questionable verdict on 
careers guidance in schools, we all know that raising standards is 'motherhood and 
apple pie' with the devil in the detail, and that widening participation has already 
been around for years and not made a huge impact.

The Government's social mobility strategy does acknowledge that other diversity 
factors impact on life chances such as gender, race and disability and it notes that 
poor white boys, young black men, Pakistani and Bangladeshi women are all 
vulnerable groups requiring special attention. So as well as Milburn's work which 
from the Autumn will continue as part of the Social Mobility and Child Poverty 
Commission, the Government Equalities Office is working with other departments 
to explore how these issues could be addressed.

But there is no significant reference to the disabled. This seems a great shame as 
many disabled young people can contribute enormously to the future wealth of the 
nation, particularly given the employment options and work technology now open 
to them. 

This assumes, like social class and other diversity factors, that there are no barriers 
to them accessing higher education and jobs. If only that were true.
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