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In the stitching: how much do genes matter when it comes to areas such as people’s educational potential? 
 

Who is Robert Plomin? In Blueprint, he reveals that he has a polygenic score 

for educational attainment in the 94th percentile, and that this is what is 

most unusual about his DNA. It suggests that he is above all but a twentieth 

of his fellow human beings in his hereditable propensity to do well at school. 



That may be so. He is certainly persistent and determined, but how much do 

our genes matter? 

 

Plomin suggests that it does not matter which school you go to. It is your 

genes that count, and they matter so much that British “students would have 

been as likely to be accepted by the best universities if they had not gone to 

a selective school”. When it comes to school effects, he says, there are al-

most none. A child who is selected to study at Eton has no greater or lesser 

chance of going to university than that same child would have had if they 

had been adopted at birth by the poorest of families and attended a non-se-

lective state school. 

 

How does Plomin reach his conclusions? He writes a great many papers. In 

a recent one, central to this book and co-written with Toby Young and oth-

ers, he concludes that the genetic differences between children who attend 

different types of schools are all indicative of greater inherent ability among 

the children attending selective schools. However, the criterion for attending 

private schools is ability to pay, and there are many such schools in the UK 

for children who do not pass the entrance tests for the more prestigious se-

lective ones. Plomin may have found something, but it is far from clear what 

he has found. 

 

This book tells the reader a great deal about Plomin himself and his life’s 

work. At one point, he was ready to give up; he just could not find what he 

was looking for. None of the genetic work he was involved in was confirming 

any of his earlier findings from twin studies. And then, towards the very end 

of his career, he turned to the “brute force strategy of ever-larger samples to 



detect ever smaller effects” and “it paid off”. But all the effects discovered 

so far are tiny in comparison with those suggested by twin studies, being 

roughly a whole order of magnitude smaller (explaining 5 per cent rather than 

50 per cent of the variance). Plomin believes that as new results come in, his 

original early studies will be vindicated. Hidden away in the conclusion 

to Blueprint is the admission: “Right now, the tide falls far short of the high-

water mark of heritability, in part because the specks of gold dust are so 

small they are difficult to find.” But, he concludes, “the only way is up”. 

 

There is another way, but Plomin may never accept that the blueprint within 

all of us is related only tangentially to who we become. What he does explain 

well in this book is the importance of chance, including the chance that you 

can have a high propensity to be good at something, be very determined, 

but take the wrong route and keep taking it. As W. C. Fields once said: “If at 

first you don’t succeed, try, try again. Then quit. There’s no use being a 

damn fool about it.” 
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