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According to Giddens and Sutton (2013, pp. 870-871),  education is often seen as an unproblematic social good, to which everyone is entitled, however, in fact, education is a complex political, social, economic and cultural issue. There are public debates and different approaches to education.
Emile Durkheim (cited in Sadovnik, Cookson, and Seniel, 2006, pp. 110–118) believed that education was of critical importance in creating the moral unity necessary for social cohesion and harmony, which set the tone for how present-day functionalists approach the study of education. According to functionalism, in a well-functioning society, schools socialise students into the appropriate values, sort and select students according to their abilities and provide knowledge to enable them to participate effectively in civic life. Education is a vital institution in a modern capitalist society defined by its technocratic, meritocratic, and democratic characteristics, which provides equality of opportunity for all citizens. Conflict theorists argue that schools function in the interests of dominant groups. They do not believe that society is held together by sharing values and the collective agreement, but rather by the ability of dominant groups to impose their will on subordinate groups through force, co-optation and manipulation. Besides, empirical evidences do not support that schools are meritocratic.
Sullivan (2002, pp. 144-146) suggested that unlike most functionalists, who tend to emphasize the economic structure of society, Pierre Bourdieu examined how the social and cultural processes of schooling reproduced society. Bourdieu argued that the education systems of industrialised societies function in such a way as to legitimate class inequalities. The success in the education system is facilitated by the possession of cultural capital, which consists of familiarity with the dominant culture and especially the ability to understand and use 'educated' language. Lower-class pupils generally do not possess these traits, so the failure of the majority of these pupils is inevitable. This explains class inequalities in educational attainment. Since the education system assumes the possession of cultural capital, which few students in fact possess, there is a great deal of inefficiency in teaching. He claims that social inequalities are legitimated by the educational credentials held by those in dominant positions. This means that the education system has a key role in maintaining the status quo.
Statistics show that by the age of three, poor children are one year behind richer ones in terms of communication (BBC, 2010a, cited in cited in Perry and Francis, 2010, p. 5), and in some disadvantaged areas, up to 50% of children begin primary school without the necessary language and communication skills (National Equality Panel, 2010, cited in Perry and Francis, 2010, p. 5). However, these figures from Pierre Bourdieu's perspective are the result of the assessment style of the dominant culture, which reproduce inequality.

According to Giddens and Sutton (2013, p. 516), theoretically, education and training can increase chances of upward mobility. But social mobility figures are showing that the chances of an individual or group to move up in a socio-economic position are low. In 2010, the National Equity Panel reported that the absolute social mobility had changed a little since the 1970's. Giddens and Sutton also noted that the upward mobility for men fell in the 1990's and it is lower than in most other European countries, while women's mobility has gradually improved since the 1970's.
Giddens and Sutton (2013, pp. 878-892) pointed out that in the 1970’s, sociologists revealed that schools systematically disadvantaged girls from across social classes and schooling helped to reproduce feminine norms among girls. Girls received less attention than boys which undermined  the girls’ confidence in their abilities and contributed to their underachievement. Schools were directing girls’ choices toward more ‘feminine’ subjects, while boys were steered toward ‘masculine’ ones. Over recent years there has been a change in this traditional pattern. Now girls outperform boys in almost every subject area and at every level of education. This shift has led to new debates on the problems boys face in the education, which is often linked to social problems such as crime, unemployment and lone parenthood. Boys who leave education early or with poor educational result are less likely to find jobs, because in the post-industrial economies there are fewer unskilled manual jobs. The growing service sector jobs are mainly filled with women, though, service-based jobs are often poorly paid and low in status. A significant factor for better achievement of girls is that their awareness of their career opportunities has increased. The traditional stereotypes of women as housewives have also been challenged. Teachers are more aware of gender discrimination and they are encouraging girls to explore traditionally 'male' subjects, but girls are still less likely to choose science, where males still dominate and they over-perform girls. Men continue to dominate the positions of power in society and the underachievement of working class boys may have less to do with their gender than with the disadvantages of their social class. 

Apart from class and gender differences in educational achievements, the 1985 Swann Committee (cited in Giddens and Sutton, 2013, p. 894) found significant differences in educational success between groups from different ethnic backgrounds as well. Children from African Caribbean families did the worst at school, however, they have improved compared to their situation ten years earlier. Asian children did as well as white children, in spite of the fact that on average they come from a poorer family. 

The 1990's found that young people from all minority backgrounds were more likely than white British children to continue to full time education from the ages of sixteen to nineteen, though many members may have stayed on in education because of the prejudice and discrimination when looking for a decent job (Trevor Jones, 1993, cited in Giddens and Sutton, 2013, p. 894).

In the 1990's the picture changed somewhat, especially in relation to further and higher education. Ethnic minority groups are not totally under-represented in higher education. People from Indian and Chinese background are more likely, while 'mixed race' men, 'black/black British' and 'Asian/Asian British' are slightly less likely than other ethnic backgrounds to have a degree in higher education (ONS, 2004a, cited in Giddens and Sutton, 2013, pp.894-895).

A synthesis research from 2003 found that socio-economic factors are paramount in affecting the educational attainment of certain minority ethnic groups (Cabinet Office Strategy Unit, 2003, cited in Bhattacharyya, Ison and Blair, 2003, p. 21). Poverty, low occupational status of parents, low expectations of teachers, low aspiration of parents and lack of parental engagement in the children’s education have been mentioned as factors of lower attainment. But there is little evidence that this is specifically related to ethnicity. Although social class is the strongest predictor of educational achievement, it overlaps in complex ways with gender and ethnicity. For example, certain groups of middle-class minority ethnic students continue to underachieve in relation to their white middle-class counterparts (Strand, 2010, cited in Perry and Francis, 2010, p. 6), and although middle-class boys still outperform working-class girls in literacy, girls outperform boys in literacy within each social group (Francis and Skelton, 2005, cited in Perry and Francis, 2010, p. 6).

As it is obvious from different theories about education, opinions about meritocracy and inequalities are shared. Political parties also perceive our society in a different way, consequently educational changes are dependent on the ideologies of the actual governing political party. Giddens and Sutton (2013, pp. 904-906) noted that education has long been a political battleground and one of the debates are about comprehensive schooling and its consequences. It is believed that comprehensive education would provide more equality of opportunity than it was possible under the selective system. The 1979 Conservative Government criticised comprehensive schooling and they did not want the selective grammar schools to disappear. The government sought to dismantle the comprehensive system and reduced the power of local education authorities who were running them. The 1988 Education Act introduced a universal national curriculum for state sector and local management for schools. A new group of city technology colleges and grant-maintained schools were established. For many parents the choice of schools was very limited, school choice depended largely on parents’ social class and cultural capital and was likely to reinforce educational inequalities.

The New Labour government of 1997 put education at the top of his agenda. They committed themselves to defending and modernising comprehensive schools. Literacy and numeracy strategies were introduced and standards were set out in English, mathematics and science. Grant-maintained schools became ‘foundation schools’ and retained their high degree of independence. City Academies and education action zones were created in order to tackle problems in deprived areas (Giddens and Sutton, 2013, p. 906)

While the New Labour was still promoting equality, Geoff Whitty (2002, p. 127) noticed that in practice, many of New Labour’s changes to the Conservative agenda were merely cosmetic and some of the Conservative policies were maintained or even strengthened by the New Labour. 

In 2010, the coalition government’s focus returned to ‘traditional’ educational values – uniforms, discipline, good spelling and grammar. The size of the national curriculum is to be reduced and the government is encouraging all schools to become academies (Giddens and Sutton, 2013, p. 906).

The Education Act  2011 changed many areas of educational policy (The National Archives). It increased the authority of teachers to discipline pupils and ensure good behaviour, changed the way how newly trained teachers are supervised and how qualifications are regulated. Many bodies were abolished and new ones were created and the Academies programme was extended.
Free schools were introduced at the request of a group of parents (Giddens and Sutton, 2013, p. 906). These are academies, run by parents, charities, businesses and teachers or religious groups. Critics argue that these schools may be attractive to wealthy parents. Money and the best teachers will gravitate to these schools, leaving state schools at the poor relation. Demand for these schools is weak 

A recent figure shows that 21 free school projects have been cancelled or withdrawn, while more than £1m of public money has been spent and many previously opened schools fail to fill all their places (Merrick, 2014)

According to Giddens and Sutton (2013, pp. 906-908), class inequality and funding issues are present in higher education as well. The system of higher education has expanded since the 1980’s. The involvement of students from a working-class background has increased, but the government spending has not increased at the same rate. The government debt reduction measures following the economic recession and global downturn (2008) resulted in a crisis in education funding as well. Funding per student is decreasing while the tuition fees are increasing, which could be deterrent and unacceptable for many working-class students. Raising fees affect universities as well. Prestigious universities are able to charge more, attract better staff and get better facilities, so a two-tier university sector is likely to emerge.
Recently the government has set out its ambition to have the highest employment rate in the G7, they want to achieve this by increasing the number of highly-skilled workers in the labour market by removing the financial barriers to postgraduate study. Autumn Statement 2014 introduced a new loan 'for those under 30 years old wishing to undertake a postgraduate taught masters in any subject'. These loans of up to £10,000 are planned to be available from 2016-17 and they can enable around 10,000 more individuals to take advantage of the opportunity to undertake postgraduate study each year (HM Treasury; Autumn Statement 2014, pp. 43-44).

University and College Union (UCU) leader Sally Hunt  argued that 'it's positive that the government has moved to address the current crisis in postgraduate funding, but encouraging people to accrue more debt is not the best way to attract the best and brightest into further study'. George Osborne said the cost of postgraduate courses 'deters bright students from poorer backgrounds', but  this student loan would 'revolutionise' access to postgraduate university courses (Coughlan, 2014)

At the same time education Secretary Nicky Morgan announced that eight projects will be given almost £5 million extra funding to work with schools using armed services to help young people do better at school and develop their character, including values such as self-confidence, respect, leadership and resilience. Applicants will be judged on their approaches and practices to develop character, by a panel of 'education experts'. This way they want 'England to become a global leader of teaching character' (Department of Education, 2014)

England is famous for its education, but similar news might be exaggerated by the media to draw attention from inequalities and the crisis in education. Nevertheless, this kind of approach to the education is characteristic for the current government − despite the fact that they are looking forward to new spending cuts − still remains the question: is this the right direction for investment? 

In reflection, there has been some focus on the reduction of educational inequalities in the past decades − which had positive effects − class, gender and ethnic inequalities are still affecting education. It seems that class barriers are not decreasing under the current government, while educational achievements are still mainly depending on class. In fact, this contradicts the functionalist idea, which defines education as a meritocratic system, which provides equality of opportunity for all citizens.
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