SEMINAR 3:  ABSTRACT

This seminar will focus on the role of schooling in continuity and discontinuity in the development of cognitive capital during mid-childhood. This period has seen major changes in the organisation and structure of education, particularly in the secondary school sector.  The transition has been made from the hard separation of educational pathways of the grammar/secondary modern era to the era of comprehensive schools with generally less arbitrary and formal separation of educational tracks.   

We start by examining work done with the 1958 cohort to assess the effects of comprehensive education.  This capitalised on the fact that in the mid-1970s a substantial proportion of the cohort was in selective schools (principally grammars and secondary moderns) as opposed to comprehensives.  The evidence played an important part in the move towards comprehensivisation pointing also to the importance of family background in assessing the effects.   However methodological questions arise which also need to be addressed in drawing firm conclusions. 

There are substantial impacts of family background on the patterns of continuity and discontinuity in educational development over the period of mid-childhood and these are as strong now as they were for the 1958 cohort. Early scores are not immutable or set in stone but the evidence from the birth cohorts is that this malleability is strongly moderated by family background: upward mobility is much more likely for children from advantaged backgrounds, downward mobility for those form disadvantaged backgrounds. This highlights the compounding effects of disadvantage and contextual risk, such that over time through childhood context effects tend to dominate over the cognitive capability and personal resilience of maturing children.

In this seminar we will explore the interactions between personal resilience, family background and schooling in their effects on upward and downward mobility in the relative performance of children in tests of cognitive  ability and educational performance, the foundation of cumulative ‘cognitive capital’.  

We will present results investigating:

1. the relationship between family background and upward or downward mobility; 

2. how the exercise of children’s own agency provides resilience to affect the nature of their transitions in cognitive attainment through childhood;

3. how school factors influence these transition probabilities;

4. the impact of the change to comprehensive education.
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