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TEACHING BY DEGREES

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

There remains a significant difference between the state and 
independent sectors, in terms of the level of their teachers’ 
university qualifications:

•	 Of all teachers, state school teachers are more likely to 
possess BEd degrees than independent school teachers, 
but independent school teachers are more likely to 
possess Master’s degrees and PhDs.

•	 Of all teachers, independent school teachers are 
almost twice as likely to have been awarded a BEd from 
Oxbridge; three times as likely to have been awarded 
a Bachelor’s; over three times as likely to have been 
awarded a PGCE; and over four times as likely to have 
been awarded a Master’s.

•	 Of secondary teachers, approximately 5% of state school 
teachers with subject degrees were awarded these by 
either Oxford or Cambridge. In the independent sector, 
the figure is closer to 17%.

•	 Of secondary teachers, independent school teachers are 
more likely than state teachers to have postgraduate 
qualifications relevant to the subjects that they teach, 
especially in the shortage subjects of physics and maths.

•	 Of secondary teachers, nearly nine in ten state school 
teachers in English, maths and science possess a 
relevant post-A level qualification, which concurs with the 
Department of Education’s most recent figures. For the 
independent sector, the figure is slightly higher, at almost 
exactly nine in ten.

However, since 2003, it appears that there has been some 
progress in narrowing the gap between the two sectors, 
through improvement in the state sector:

•	 Since 2003, there has been an increase in the proportion 
of state school secondary teachers with Bachelor’s 
and Master’s degrees, along with an increase in the 
proportion of independent school teachers with Master’s 
degrees.

•	 Since 2003, the state sector has recruited approximately 
6,000 further secondary teachers with Oxbridge degrees, 
increasing its proportion of Oxbridge teachers from 
3% to 5%. During the same period, the proportion of 
independent secondary teachers with Oxbridge degrees 
has remained stable at about 17%.

RECOMMENDATIONS

1. Further incentive should be given to graduates from the 
UK’s most prestigious universities to teach in state schools: 

The state sector has made some progress over the last 
ten years in attracting more teachers from the UK’s most 
prestigious universities, including Oxbridge and the Russell 
Group. Schemes such as Teach First have contributed to 
this. The Sutton Trust believes that, if this progress is to 
be consolidated and continued, more incentives need to be 
provided to these teachers.

2. Further efforts need to be made to ensure that state 
school teachers have qualifications in the subjects they are 
teaching: 

The Sutton Trust’s recent report, What Makes Great Teaching, 
found that the most effective teachers have deep subject 
knowledge.1  In the independent sector, a higher proportion 
of teachers have postgraduate and Oxbridge qualifications in 
subjects relevant to those that they teach. In the future, the 
Sutton Trust would like to see this gap narrowed further.
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and a concomitant gain to the independent school that is 
able to hire that worker without having born [sic] any of the 
expense of the training.”14 While this may be offset by positive 
externalities to other state schools in the area – especially if a 
formal teaching arrangement exists between the independent 
and state school in question – it is trends like this that make it 
important to continue to analyse this area, and to understand 
the differing levels of teacher qualification between the two 
sectors.15 

It should be noted, too, that this report is not suggesting that 
the university background of teachers is the only determinant 
of good teaching, nor that the inequalities in teacher 
qualifications between the state and independent sector 
necessarily mean that a ‘better’ education is to be afforded to 
students at the latter. Last year, the Sutton Trust outlined six 
components of ‘great teaching’ that included, for example, 
quality of instruction, classroom management and classroom 
climate; components that need not be affected by a teacher’s 
university background. It does suggest, however, and in line 
with that earlier report, that pedagogical content knowledge is 
one of the foundational components for the best teaching, and 
that there is strong evidence that this impacts significantly on 
student outcomes.16 Given this, it is pertinent to consider how 
teachers with degrees from the higher-ranked universities 
are distributed across the state and independent sectors, 
and whether the gap that was identified in 2003 has been 
narrowed by the aforementioned efforts of successive UK 
governments. 

In structure, the report: first, discusses methodological 
issues; second, examines some of the overall trends 
regarding the differing qualification types across the state and 
independent sectors; third, analyses how well-represented 
the UK’s most prestigious universities’ graduates are within 
both teaching bodies; fourth, considers the relevance of state 
and independent teachers’ degrees to their main teaching 
subjects; fifth, offers a narrative summary and conclusion of 
the report’s main findings; and finally, recommends a series of 
measures that might be considered by the government going 
forward.

services.”11 According to Oxford’s latest figures, education 
continues to be the most popular destination for graduates, 
with 12.5% entering the sector.12  Within this, the proportion 
of graduates that have entered the state, rather than 
independent education sector is less clear, but the figures 
do offer grounds for encouragement. Part of this report’s 
purpose is to gauge the proportion of these graduates that 
have ultimately started working in the state sector.

Today, contemporary debates over the qualifications of 
teachers within the state school system have been intensified 
by debates over the nature and effect of academies. 
Specifically, this has focused on the levels of ‘unqualified’ 
teachers in the state school sector (those without Qualified 
Teaching Status (QTS)), and the growth in academies and 
free schools, which, under the previous coalition government 
(2010-2015), were perceived to have more freedom to 
recruit teachers without standard qualifications, such as the 
Postgraduate Certificate in Education (PGCE).13 Rather than 
increasing the level of well-qualified teachers in the state 
school system, academies, to their detractors, have decreased 
the size of the pool. To their proponents, the fact that QTS is 
not required to teach at academies means that they can better 
compete with independent schools in attracting graduates 
from the best universities, who do not have formal teaching 
qualifications. Given this, it seems an apt time to return to 
this topic, in an effort to understand the latest trends; to see 
whether, as successive governments have advocated, greater 
numbers of Oxbridge- and Russell Group-educated teachers 
have entered the state school system, and whether, with the 
relaxing of rules regarding the qualifications of teachers 
within academies, there has been any change in the gap 
between the qualifications of state and independent teachers 
since 2003.

While there has been little research in this area, other than 
the Sutton Trust’s earlier report, several analyses have 
considered the broad differences between the teaching cohort 
in state and independent schools. This has included the work 
of the Centre for the Economics of Education at the London 
School of Economics. In a discussion of market competition 
for private and state school teachers, the Centre notes that a 
significant number of teachers recruited to the independent 
sector have been trained in the state sector (movement 
the other way has been comparatively smaller, given the 
expansion of independent schools in recent years, amongst 
other reasons). This is important because, “When a teacher 
is trained at the expense of the state, and moreover gains 
working experience in one of its schools, it is a significant loss 
on its investment when that teacher leaves the state system, 

TEACHING BY DEGREES

13 Adams (2010), Mulholland (2012).
14 Green et al. (2010) p. 22. For earlier work, which identifies the same transfer of teachers from the state to the independent sector, see Smithers and Robinson 
(2000, 2001).
15 For more on the Teaching Schools programme, see DfE (2013). According to recent figures, 33% of independent schools share facilities with state schools, 5% loan 
teaching staff, and 3% sponsor an academy (Staddon, 2014).
16 Coe et al. (2014) p. 2.
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Figure 2. Percentage of secondary teachers, by highest post-A level qualification, 2003 
v. 2015 

Figure 3. Percentage of secondary teachers with main teaching subject of English, 
maths or science, by post-A level qualification

BEd BA/BSc Master's PhD BEd BA/BSc Master's PhD

State Independent
2003 13.6% 59.7% 14.4% 1.3% 7.3% 62.5% 17.4% 6.8%
2015 4.0% 65.7% 26.8% 2.6% 1.6% 62.6% 28.1% 6.1%
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How does this data relate to the Sutton Trust’s previous 
findings in this area? In the following graph, this data is 
compared with the aforementioned 2003 Sutton Trust report.28  
In the independent sector, the qualification levels of secondary 
school teachers have remained stable for Bachelor’s degrees, 
with an increase in those holding Master’s degrees and a 
decrease in those holding BEds. In the state sector, the three 
most notable trends appear to be a similar decrease in the 
popularity of the BEd, and an increase in the proportion of 
secondary teachers with Bachelor’s and Master’s degrees. 
Perhaps the most obvious explanation for this is that those 
teachers with a Teacher’s Certificate (a qualification that was 
superseded some years ago, but formerly allowed teachers 
to teach without a Bachelor’s degree), are increasingly 
leaving the state school system. In 2003, 16.1% of teachers 
possessed a Teacher’s Certificate, but today, that qualification 
is no longer available as a route into teaching, and Bachelor’s 
degrees appear to be the preferred alternative.

When the results for secondary school teachers of maths, 

school teachers generally hold a higher proportion of 
postgraduate degrees than state teachers. This is the 
case for Master’s degrees and PhDs in all subjects, except 
sc ence, where the proportion of state teachers with Master’s 
degrees is higher than the equivalent in the independent 
sector. Broadly, BEds and PGCEs are more common amongst 
state secondary teachers in maths, 7 T70.1(ongat) ence 
than independent teachers. The figures also suggest that 
Bachelor’s degrees are more common amongst state teachers 
in these subjects than independent teachers, but again, as 
per the caveat mentioned previously (footnote 26), it should be 
borne in mind that the number of independent teachers with 
Bachelor’s degrees may have been slightly deflated in the ISC 
survey.

QUALIFICATION LOCATION: THE AWARDING 
INSTITUTIONS OF TEACHER QUALIFICATIONS

In popular discourse, it is often assumed that a greater 
proportion of independent school teachers, rather than 
state, obtained their qualifications from either Oxford or 
Cambridge. The putative linkage between these institutions 
is given further colloquial support by the high proportion of 
independent school students that later pursue studies at 
Oxbridge. Last year, for example, the DfE stated that, “Pupils 

from private schools were five times as likely to get places 
at Oxbridge as their peers educated in the state system.29”  
Specifically, “Figures pub70.1ed for the first time by the 
Department of Education show that one-in-20 pupils from 
the fee-paying sector goes straight in to Oxford or Cambridge 
at the age of 18. This compares with just one-in-100 of 
those from state schools.”30 These figures are supported by 
work in this area by the Sutton Trust, which has found that, 
“Independent school pupils are nearly seven times as likely 
as pupils from comprehensive schools to be accepted into 
Oxbridge: 5.2% of independent school pupils were accepted 
by Oxford and Cambridge, compared with 0.8% of pupils in 
non-selective state schools”.31  But does this link hold true for 
teachers at independent and state schools, too? As an initial 
indicator, the graph below shows the percentage of state and 
independent teachers to have a qualification (of any type, 
including BEd, Bachelor’s, Master’s, PGCE and PhD) from 
Oxbridge. It also includes the same for the relative proportion 
of teachers with any qualification from the Russell Group 
(which includes the Universities of Cambridge and Oxford); 
an estab70.1ed ranking of research-led UK universities that 
regularly feature at the top of university league tab7es.32  

The results show that, whi7e the overall number of Oxbridge 
graduates in the state sector is higher than the independent 
sector (see below), independent teachers are more than three 
times as likely to have a qualification from Oxbridge as their 
state sector colleagues, as a proportion of their respective 
sector; a difference of over 10 percentage points. The 
difference between the proportion of independent and state 
teachers with a qualification from a Russell Group university 
is even greater, with a nearly 15 percentage point difference 
in favour of the former. Over 50% of independent teachers 
have a qualification from a Russell Group university, but for 
the state sector, the figure falls to just below 40%. The trends 
are equally striking when the percentage of all teachers who 
attended Oxbridge is refined by the type of degree (Figure 5). 
For those teachers in possession of a Bachelor’s degree, this 
was almost three times more likely to have been awarded 
by Oxbridge in the independent sector than the state; for 
those with a PGCE, over three times as likely; and for those 
with a Master’s degree, over four times as likely. Across all 
qualification types, the awarding body was more likely to have 
been Oxbridge for independent school teachers than for state 
school teachers. Even though BEds were less than half as 
popular in the independent sector as the state sector overall, 
independent teachers were nearly twice as likely to have been 

28 In the 2003 report, data was only recorded for secondary teachers and was not available for those with PGCE qualifications, so the same restrictions have been 
applied here. It should be noted, too, that to allow comparability between reports, only teachers’ highest qualifications have been considered in this case.
29 Paton (2014).
30 Paton (2014).
31 Sutton Trust (2011) p. 3.
32 The Russell Group consists of: University of Birmingham, University of Bristol, University of Cambridge, Cardiff University, Durham University, University of Edin-
burgh, University of Exeter, University of Glasgow, Imperial College London, King’s College London, University of Leeds, University of Liverpool, London School of 
Economics and Political Science, University of Manchester, Newcastle University, University of Nottingham, University of Oxford, Queen Mary University of London, 
Queen’s University Belfast, University of Sheffield, University of Southampton, University College London, University of Warwick, University of York (Russell Group, 
2015).
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awarded this qualification by Oxbridge. Over one quarter of 
all teachers with Master’s degrees in the independent sector 
received these from Oxbridge; in the state sector, the figure 
was fewer than one in 10.

Given the especially close connection between many 
independent schools and Oxbridge, though, might these 
trends differ for other prestigious UK universities? Figure 4 
has already provided a broad indication of the proportions of 
teachers with a qualification from a Russell Group university 
across the two sectors. As a proportion of teachers with 
a Bachelor’s degree, 10 percentage points more attended 
Russell Group universities in the independent sector than in 
the state. Independent teachers are also more than twice as 
likely to have attended a Russell Group university and have 
been awarded a Master’s, and more than four times as likely 
to have attended a Russell Group university and been awarded 
a PhD. While PGCEs are less common among independent 
school teachers than state school teachers overall (Figure 1), 
those independent teachers that do have them are over a third 
more likely to have acquired the same from a Russell Group 
university. In other words, across Bachelor’s degrees, Master’s 
degrees, PGCEs and PhDs, teachers at independent schools 
are consistently more likely to have been awarded their 
qualification by one of the UK’s top universities, as defined by 
its membership of either Oxbridge or the Russell Group.

Returning to the quotations in the introduction to this 
report, these findings clearly have particular implications 
for those attempting to foster a more equitable distribution 
of top university-educated teachers across the independent 
and state school sector. They suggest that there is still a 
large disparity between where teachers in the state and 
independent sector have been educated. But if the gap 
remains, has there been any improvement since the Sutton 
Trust last examined this issue? In other words, has there 
been any narrowing of the gap since 2003? Considering the 
data across time, the results show that there has been some 
improvement.

In Figure 7, the proportion of secondary teachers with subject 
degrees from Oxbridge, as a percentage of all secondary 
teachers with subject degrees, is presented for both sectors, 
comparing the years 2003 and 2015. The data suggests that, 
across these years, the proportion of state secondary teachers 
to have studied for a subject degree at Oxbridge increased by 
2.3 percentage points. At independent schools, by contrast, 
there appears to have been a slight decrease (although this 

is perhaps too small to suggest that there has necessarily 
been a transfer from the latter to the former, rather that 
there are more Oxbridge-educated teachers overall and the 
state-funded sector has been the main beneficiary). While 
caution should be used when extrapolating, it is instructive to 
convert these percentage differences into absolute numbers 
of teachers; not least because these percentage differences 
do not adequately capture the difference in size between 
the teaching bodies of the two sectors. In numerical terms, 
they suggest that, in the period 2003 to 2015, approximately 
6,000 additional Oxbridge-educated secondary teachers 
entered the state school system, bringing the overall total to 
nearly 11,000.33  Given the difficulties in estimating exactly 
the number of secondary teachers in the independent sector 
(outlined in the methodology), the specific figure for the 
independent sector is not derivable. It can be said, though, 
using the most conservative estimate, that there are now 
more Oxbridge-educated teachers in the state sector than 
the independent sector. Given that independent secondary 
teachers constitute a small minority of all secondary teachers, 
there is a still a sharp disjuncture between the two sectors. 
But the efforts of consecutive governments appear to have 
made gains.

SUBJECT SPECIALISM: THE RELEVANCE OF 
TEACHERS’ DEGREES TO SUBJECTS TAUGHT

In the latest review of the state school workforce, the DfE 
found that in English, maths and science, the vast majority 
of secondary teachers possessed a relevant post-A level 
qualification. In English, 85% of lessons were taught by a 
teacher with a relevant qualification; in maths, 83%; and in 
science, 88%.34  These results concur with the findings of this 
report. In English, maths and science, state teachers appear 
to have a higher number of relevant qualifications than the 
average teacher across all subjects. Thus, with reference to 
their primary teaching subject, 89% of state secondary English 
teachers possessed a relevant qualification; 83% of maths 
teachers; and 88% of science teachers. On average, over 86% 
of state secondary teachers in English, maths and science 
held a relevant post-A level qualification. In line with the DfE, 
the findings of this report suggest that, “High proportions 
of English, maths and science teachers have relevant 
qualifications for the subject they teach.”35 The comparison 
between the DfE’s and Sutton Trust’s findings is shown in 
Figure 8.

33For 2015, this calculation was made by multiplying the DfE’s latest count of all full-time equivalent state secondary teachers (DfE, 2015, Table 1), by the percentage 
of secondary teachers in the current survey to have been awarded a subject degree from Oxbridge (given in Figure 7), by the proportion of state school secondary 
teachers that possess a subject degree (also derived from the current survey). For 2003, the same series of calculations was used, except the sources were DfE 
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over one in six state teachers. Again, there was a significant 
disjuncture in those science teachers holding relevant PhDs, 
with independent teachers more than four times as likely to 
possess one as state teachers. Remaining aware of the caveat 
discussed on page 7 (footnote 26), state teachers appear 
slightly more likely to possess a Bachelor’s degree than 
independent teachers, especially in English and science. This 
gap disappears, though, when the differential in postgraduate 
qualifications is considered.

CONCLUSION

In the independent sector, teachers need not have Qualified 
Teacher Status, which “has led some to portray teachers in 
the independent sector as unregulated, unaccountable and 
lacking the necessary professional preparation that would 
make them fit to teach.”39 QTS, however, is but one measure 
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performance. As things stand, teachers that have received their degrees from Oxbridge and Russell Group universities are more 
accessible to students at independent schools than state schools. There has been some progress in narrowing this gap, but the 
challenge is to ensure that, in the future, there is a more equitable distribution of teachers from the best universities across the 
entire UK school system. 
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