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Educational system 

In England free education is guaranteed to all children aged between 5 and 16. There are several types of 

schools that can be classified in two main categories: (1) state schools that are free of charge and mainly 

under control of local authorities, and (2) independent schools (ISC) (the majority of which are located in 

Southern England), which cater for about 6 per cent of UK pupils and charge an average fee of £5,225 per 

term per pupil (Department for Education, 2015; Independent Schools Council, 2015).  

There are five stages of education. Primary education covers two stages. Key Stage 1 covers infants from 5 

to 7 and Key Stage juniors from 7 to 11.  Children are assessed at the end of each stage. Secondary 

education is compulsory until the age of 16 and also consists of two stages: Key Stage 3 (age 11 to 14) and 

Key Stage 4 (age 14 to 16). At the end of Key Stage 4, pupils take external examinations called General 

Certificate of Secondary Education (GCSE) (EACEA, 2014; Government Digital Service, 2012). Youngsters 

aged between 16 and 18 are not obliged to attend school but must continue in education or training. At 

this age range three possibilities are available: full-time education (Key Stage 5), a work-based learning 

programme or part-time education or training that can be combined with employment or volunteering for 

          up to 20 hours per week (Citizens 

          Advice, 2015). The most common 

          qualification at the end of Key 

          Stage 5 is the General Certificate 

          of Education Advance Level (A 

          level). The A level assesses the 

          suitability of pupils to study at 

          tertiary-level (EACEA, 2014;  

          Government Digital Service, 

          2012). In 2013, 48.31 per cent of 

          25–34-year-olds had a tertiary 

          education (OECD, 2015a) (Figure 

          1).  
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Figure 1. Compulsory education system in 
England (UK) 



 

Financial aid to pupils 

Financial aid depends on the type of school attended, the parents’ financial situation and the child’s age. 

Aid is provided by local education authorities, governing bodies, parents’ associations, and charities. 

Among the financial aid available are free school meals (although those in receipt of free school meals may 

not always receive the same meals as those who are able to pay for them), school milk, school uniform and 

school transport, the latter according to pupils’ mobility needs.  During school hours, materials, books, 

exam entry fees and equipment that are considered an essential part of the national curriculum or of the 

syllabus of a particular examination are free of charge. Pupils aged 16 to 19 can receive under certain 

circumstances financial help to cover childcare costs, transport costs, and the costs of studying away from 

home. Schools, colleges and training institutions also provide under certain conditions £1200 bursaries for 

education-related costs (Citizens Advice, 2015). 

 Satisfaction with the education system 

Overall, the perceptions of state education in UK 

have remained steady despite the economic crisis, 

which is in contrast to the trend in countries such as 

Spain or Poland (Figure 2). 
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Figure 2. Overall perceptions of the state of education (0 = extremely 
bad, 10 = extremely good) 
Source: ESS (2004; 2008; 2012) 

 

 

Expenditure on education 

The percentage expenditure on education in the 

UK was 6.2 per cent of GDP in 2011: 1.6 per cent 

at primary level, 2.3 per cent at secondary level 

and 0.9 per cent at tertiary level (OECD, 2015b). 
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