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				Introduction

				Robert Peal

				In 1993 David Green, now the Director of the think tank Civitas, wrote Reinventing Civil Society. Green argued for a revived sense of civic mission within public services, and on English schools he wrote, ‘there can be no better example of how, if the state does too much, it narrows the scope for personal idealism and achievement.’ Green went on to argue that new schools independent of local authority control should be allowed to form. He explained: 

				A policy of de-regulation will allow new schools to be founded built around teacher commitment where it exists. This approach would be especially advantageous in inner-city areas because it would permit teachers with a special sense of mission to assist the poor by founding new schools. 1

				Twenty-two years on, this serves as a good description of what I currently see taking place within the profession. 

				As a full time history teacher, I feel fortunate to have entered a profession where the rolling back of the state’s influence, and an emerging sense of glasnost,  unleashing a new wave of professional idealism. Gone are the days when the sense of ubiquity within English state schools was succinctly expressed by the phrase ‘bog-standard comprehensive’. Instead, each holiday or half-term I meet teacher friends with exciting stories to tell about what they have seen at Michaela Community School, or at Dixons Trinity Academy, or at Reach Academy Feltham. 

				Reforms towards greater school autonomy, and the freedom to establish new independent state schools, have created a situation where more ‘exemplar schools’ can emerge, and make a radical contribution to the education debate. 

				Seeing a remarkable school in action has a power to alter one’s views on education in a way that no graph, effect size or education conference discussion can equal. Due to recent reforms, the number of such exemplar schools is ever growing. Be it the GCSE results at King Solomon Academy, the Russell Group university entrances at the London Academy of Excellence, or the record breaking key stage 1 results at Ark Conway Primary School, exemplar schools are providing instructive models for the rest of the education sector to admire and emulate. As the achievements, and more importantly the methods, of such schools become better known, improvements should cascade through the sector.

				Frequently, I have heard or read educators say that a visit to one school – Mossbourne Academy in Hackney – fundamentally changed their mind on an educational issue, most normally the potential to establish good behaviour with the intake of an inner-city comprehensive. In his book Education, Education, Education Andrew Adonis, the former Labour Minister for Schools and founder of the academies programme, testifies to the power of visiting such a school:

				I regularly took or sent potential sponsors, and anyone else who needed persuading of the merits of academies, to visit Mossbourne. ‘Let’s not have this argument,’ became my standard response to objections from MPs, councillors and defenders of the old comprehensive model. ‘Just go and see an academy for yourself, and tell me what you think.’ They usually came back saying they wanted one.2

				It was Andrew Adonis who established the current movement towards greater school autonomy fifteen years ago, and the policy was supercharged by the coalition government from 2010. As David Cameron’s former Director of Policy James O’Shaughnessy explains in Chapter 1, Michael Gove took the nascent Labour reform of City Academies, which had produced 204 state schools independent of local authority control, and rolled it out nationwide. Five years later, 60% of all English secondary schools and 14% of primary schools are academies – around 4,500 in total. 

				In addition, new academies known as ‘free schools’ can now be set up from scratch. This makes it possible for ambitious teachers to develop new entrants to the state school system, heralding an unprecedented opportunity for innovation. To see how one inspirational Headteacher is using her newfound freedoms, read Katherine Birbalsingh’s account of her free school Michaela Community School in Chapter 2. 

				However, there is a paradox at the centre of these reforms, addressed by Jonathan Simons in his list of nine future policy challenges in Chapter 6. The coalition government simultaneously claimed to grant more autonomy and freedom to schools, whilst also driving up standards through centralised reforms. Could both claims have been true simultaneously? 

				Such a paradox can perhaps be understood when you split the government reforms into qualifications and curriculum, which have seen centralising reforms, and school administration, which has seen greater autonomy. In essence, the centralising measures of the coalition government were aimed at raising the academic bar, but the means by which schools meet this bar has become – to an unprecedented extent – down to them. 

				For an explanation of the government’s reforms of qualifications and assessment, see Tina Isaacs’s account in Chapter 3. Years of unchecked grade inflation, denied by schools and politicians alike, coupled with manipulation of controlled assessment, have come to an end. GCSE and A-level examinations are to be reformed to become more challenging, and the perverse incentives created by performance measures such as 5 A* to C – which encouraged schools to focus their attentions overwhelmingly on pupils at the borderline between D and C grades – are being curtailed. The Ebacc, along with the upcoming ‘Progress eight’, are new accountability measures that instead encourage schools to focus on the achievement of all pupils across a broad range of academic subjects. 

				Aside from academisation, a range of smaller coalition reforms enhanced school autonomy. Schools no longer have to assess pupil work using National Curriculum Levels; schools can now train their own staff; schools can elect how to support disadvantaged pupils through the pupil premium; and classroom teachers can (if Ofsted are to be believed) use whatever teaching methods they see fit. Illustrative of this greater freedom, between 2011 and 2012, the DfE guidance on 39 different areas ranging from Admissions to Youth Support was cut by three quarters, from 28,455 pages to just 6,978.3

				These reforms reflect an awareness that a grass roots culture change, not a top down political change, is what is needed for English schools to improve. As the Schools Minister Nick Gibb concluded in a speech in November 2014, “good government does not improve public services. It enables public services to improve themselves.”4

				However, for such a culture change to take place, it must be driven by classroom teachers. In Chapter 7, Tom Bennett explains what will be needed for teaching to become a mature profession, profiling some encouraging developments such as the spread of Teach Meets and the growth of researchED. 

				In Chapter 4, Daisy Christodoulou reflects on how the end of National Curriculum levels grants teachers a new level of freedom in designing their own assessment systems. She explains some key principles of assessment that will allow them to do so effectively.

				I am optimistic about the extent to which the teaching profession is rising to meet this challenge. In Chapter 5, the prominent teacher blogger Andrew Old explains how the coalition’s education reforms have been criticised, supported, and in some cases influenced by the increasingly loud voice of frontline teachers communicating via social media – one of the most encouraging developments of the past five years. 

				He counts over 1273 active education blogs, and explains how they have provided the opportunity for teachers to dissent from the mainstream ideas of the education establishment. Blogs about pedagogy have challenged the professional orthodoxy in favour of child-centred teaching methods, whilst anonymous blogs have allowed front line teachers to lift the lid on what was really happening in our schools. 

				Where once groundless fads such as learning styles and Brain Gym were foisted upon the profession, teachers – led by Tom Bennett and the researchEd events – have become far more discerning judges of the evidence concerning how children learn. When one looks back at the fads that were endemic within schools up until a few years ago, such as learning styles, multiple intelligences and Brain Gym, along with the poor quality of research promoted by now defunct quangos such as the GTC, it is hard not to conclude significant progress has been made on this front. 

				These attacks on professional orthodoxies from the blogosphere have been accompanied by government reforms that have weakened the education establishment’s monopoly over the education ‘thoughtworld’. The expansion of school-based teacher training challenges the status of university education departments as the dominant providers of initial teacher training. Meanwhile, a minor ‘bonfire of the quangos’ has taken place, robbing many self-styled ‘educationists’ of the stage from which they previously pronounced their ideas. By his own count, Michael Gove scrapped nine education quangos, in addition to slimming down those that remained. 

				Wherever one stands on the debate over skills and knowledge, or child-centred and teacher-led instruction, it is encouraging that frontline teachers – at the expense of university academics and quangocrats – are finding an increasingly loud voice within such debates. I am delighted that half the contributors to this book are, or have until very recently been, full-time teachers in state schools. 

				In Chapter 8, the American school reformers Doug Lemov and Joaquin Hernandez imagine an argument between two school Heads: one a believer in a knowledge curriculum and direct instruction, the other an adherent to thinking skills and project-based learning. How should their debate be settled? As Lemov and Hernandez write, both should be allowed to pursue their separate ideas, and the argument should be settled by results alone. As they write, ‘choice allows us to stop arguing and start implementing’. In England, we at long last have a schools system where this is becoming possible. 

				If the mark of a successful idea is that its critics go from outright opposition, to enthusiastic endorsement, without ever claiming that their mind has changed – then perhaps the argument for greater school freedom is winning the day. Recently, The Guardian published a ‘long read’, in part profiling one of our contributors Doug Lemov and his chain of American Charters, Uncommon Schools. The author stated: 

				The rise of charter schools and academies has precipitated a Cambrian explosion of new ideas and innovations, stimulating a debate about methodology led by teachers themselves… After years of debate among academics and politicians over how to raise teacher standards, the problem is being solved by the practitioners.5 

				This, coming from a newspaper that ten years ago was publishing fortnightly satirical attacks on ‘Kafka Academy’, and which in 2004 claimed that the city academy programme ‘sounds the death knell of the old comprehensive system’, must show something like progress.6 

				Michael Gove was the fourth longest serving Education Secretary since 1945. Including his time from 2007 as Shadow Secretary of State for Education, Gove spent over seven years with the education brief. Overhearing conversations after Gove’s speeches, I would often hear those opposed to his reforms nevertheless concede that his mastery of his brief was remarkable. 

				The enormous challenge of reforming British education was well testified to by Gove’s predecessors. Kenneth Baker wrote in his memoirs that the Education Department had the ‘strongest in-house ideology’ of all Whitehall departments, whilst one of Kenneth Clarke’s advisers remembered education reform as ‘like walking in treacle.’7 Memorably, George Walden recalled being told that reforming education was like ‘trying to disperse a fog with a hand grenade: after the flash and the explosion, the fog creeps back.’8

				Whether the ‘fog’ creeps back this time is yet to be seen. However, Gove’s reforms may well be significant enough to be sustained by their own momentum. Schools now enjoy a level of autonomy that no future politician will be able to remove; classroom teachers are creating more rigorous school curriculums; and academisation has spawned powerful new players in the education game – namely highly successful academy chains such as Harris and Ark. Michael Gove’s reforms, it could be argued, are only just beginning. 

				The great American reformer and Democrat Senator Daniel Patrick Moynihan once wrote that ‘The central conservative truth is that it is culture, not politics, that determines the success of a society. The central liberal truth is that politics can change a culture and save it from itself.’9 What is true of society at large is also true of schools. I am hopeful that recent political reforms have created the conditions in which English state schools are finally able to change their own cultures for the better. 
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				Academies and chains: When competition meets collaboration

				James O’Shaughnessy 

				Politicians might not like to admit it, but the path of education reform over the last forty years has actually been rather bi-partisan. Some of the ideas that first appeared in Labour Prime Minister James Callaghan’s ‘secret garden’ speech in 1976 – a central curriculum, national standards, a beefed-up inspectorate – have been at the heart of successive governments’ policy frameworks. Yet the one proposal that, arguably, has dominated education debate over the last 15 years – school autonomy – seems to stand in contrast to Callaghan’s argument that the state should exercise more control and oversight over schools.

				How did we reach the point where the so-called standards movement, formed both here and in the US to fight against the regressive effects of misguided teaching ideologies, came to favour institutional freedom over central prescription? And how did the growth of academies and free schools (independently run but state-funded schools) come to dominate the agenda of a Conservative Party that had hitherto preferred to prescribe how schools should improve behaviour and make teaching more rigorous?

				The academies programme 

				In the post war period, all state-funded schools have tended to be either controlled by the local authority (known as maintained schools) or by the churches (known as voluntary-controlled or voluntary-aided schools). The first significant break with this pattern was the creation of 15 City Technology Colleges (CTCs) following the 1988 Education Reform Act. These schools were owned and run by charities set up by a range of organisations, from philanthropists (The Harris CTC) to industry bodies (the BRIT School) to livery companies (Haberdashers’ Aske’s Hatcham College).

				These new schools occupied a new niche in the state sector: they were regular state-funded schools, open to all, but with a range of operational freedoms and the benefit of a sponsor who could provide funds or other resources to support the success of the school. The CTCs were quickly followed by grant-maintained (GM) status, a radical new mechanism that allowed schools to leave local authority control, which was taken up by over a thousand schools between 1988 and 1998. Both CTCs and GM schools set the template for the later academies.

				The seeds of the school autonomy movement were thus sown in the last Conservative government, and had their roots in a desire to give schools the freedom to breath outside of local authority control. While the 1988 Act was undoubtedly a centralising piece of legislation, introducing both the National Curriculum and Ofsted, it was also inspired by a desire to take local authorities out of the business of running schools: especially those authorities addicted to the progressive teaching ideologies that were wreaking havoc with literacy and numeracy standards. Since then there has been a ongoing conflict between centralising tendencies in the name of standards and liberalising policies in the name of freedom and innovation, something that has been a defining feature of the coalition government.

				Showing that the bi-partisan path of reform is not always smooth, one of the first actions of the incoming Blair government was to remove the freedoms from the GM schools through its 1998 Act. And yet the CTCs remained, eventually providing inspiration for the head of the No.10 Policy Unit Andrew Adonis, now Lord Adonis, as he sought for solutions to deal with deeply ingrained failure in what he estimated to be the 5% of secondary schools producing truly disastrous results for their pupils.1

				As Adonis sets out in his memoir of the period, he arrived at the proposal for academies – charitable schools operating in the state sector, with freedoms on who to employ and what to teach – by coming across the impact the 15 CTCs were having on standards in areas where educational performance had previously been very low. He realised that the injection of energy, time and, critically, money from a sponsor could break the cycle of underachievement, raise expectations and begin to rescue the hundreds of thousands of pupils whose lives were being wrecked by failing schools. Adonis realised that all the centralising policies in the world could not bring about the dramatic culture change need to transform these schools, and only their total rebuilding and reimagining could hope to do so. The City Academies programme was born.

				Between 2000 and 2010, Adonis, first as an adviser and then as minister, helped bring about the creation of 204 academies in the face of extraordinary opposition from vested interests such as local authorities, teaching unions, campaign groups like the Local Schools Network, and the education department itself. Critical to the success of the programme was support from successive Prime Ministers, Tony Blair and Gordon Brown, and the broad political spectrum of the sponsors involved. The two other main parties came on board with the programme, with the Conservatives – sensing the legacy of their previous CTC and GM programmes – especially positive.

				That support was transformed into full-throated evangelism with the appointment of Michael Gove as Shadow Education Secretary in 2007. Gove had been Chairman of the think tank Policy Exchange when it was doing a great deal of research on how to transform schools standards. His enthusiasm for spreading school autonomy beyond the City Academies was influenced by a paper written in 2005 by Charlotte Leslie and me, More Good School Places, calling for all good schools to be given the chance to gain the autonomy experienced by academies.2 By the end of 2007 this became the official position of the Conservative Party, and plans were hatched to allow schools to convert to academy status under a Conservative government.

				Michael Gove became a zealous advocate of the importance of school autonomy, both for existing schools and for what, in the 2007 policy green paper Raising the Bar, Closing the Gap, were known as new academies, but which we now call free schools.3 Work began on draft legislation that could be introduced to allow for three new types of academies. Following the 2010 election and his elevation to Prime Minister, the first legislative act of David Cameron’s government was the Academies Act 2010. This created:

				
						
converter academies: schools rated good or outstanding could transfer out of local authority control. Essentially a retread of the GM system.


						
sponsored academies: underperforming schools, rated inadequate by Ofsted, would be taken over and rebooted by sponsors. A continuation of the original Labour government’s City Academy programme.


						
free schools (new academies): brand new schools in areas of need or poor standards. The CTC programme with rocket boosters.


				

				Since the coalition reforms the pace of change has accelerated rapidly. By the end of the Parliament, the number of academies was over 4,500, with a further 270 applications in process. Added to the circa 400 free schools open or in pre-opening, this means that over 25% of the total school estate now enjoys academy status, although the numbers within that are heavily skewed: only 14% of primary schools are academies of one form or another, whereas the figure is 60% for secondary.4
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				The history of school autonomy

				Academies and academy chains are a current manifestation of a much older phenomenon within our education system.5 Independent groupings of schools have been a feature of our school system for hundreds of years. Such groupings have long provided opportunities for economies of scale, dispersal of pedagogical practice, and peer-to-peer collaboration, and today offer the most sustainable route towards a continually improving school system. It is my view that the period of municipalised control of schools in the twentieth century, which began in earnest with the 1902 Education Act and became dominant after the Second World War, is the historical aberration, not the other way round.

				The Forster Act of 1870 attempted to protect private, charitable and religious control of schools, thereby guaranteeing plurality and autonomy, while using state funds to ensure coverage, quality and access through establishment of school boards where voluntary efforts were not enough. This Act set up the dual-system: local school boards providing non-denominational schools on the rates, and religious and other foundations providing schools funded by endowments and government grants. One of the effects of the introduction of school boards was a huge surge in the creation of voluntary schools – between 1870 and 1876 1.5 million school places were created but only a third by school boards.6 

				School federations or groups have been around for centuries. The King Edward School Foundation in Birmingham, which dates from the 16th Century and in 2010 sponsored its first academy conversion, is arguably the oldest non-religious school group in England. Many schools are already in harder or softer partnerships with other schools, crossing state and independent sectors. The City Livery companies have provided secondary education for centuries. The mid-19th century saw the creation of the Church Schools Company in 1883 (now the United Church Schools Trust, which through its sister charity the United Learning Trust is one of England’s biggest academy chains) and the creation of Woodard Schools from 1849 onwards, which is now an academy sponsor. The Endowed Schools Act of 1869 opened up school endowments to the use of girls, with separate schools for boys and girls arising out of the same foundations. It also provoked the creation of the Women’s Educational Union to support a new ‘Public Day School for Girls’ – the origin of the Girls Day School Trust, also now an academy sponsor as well as deliverer of independent schooling.

				The move back towards school autonomy and a more collaborative, pluralist supply of education embodied in the emergence of academy chains should be seen as a reversion to the historical norm. Indeed, to understand the power, relevance and durability of chains one only needs to look at the sponsors of the original wave of academy schools that opened in the first five years of the scheme between 2002 and 2006. As well as seeing the beginnings of some of the now very well-known chains, such as the Harris Federation and Ark, there were also at least nine existing organisations with historical involvement in the delivery of education to one degree or another:

				
						The Diocese of London (Greig City Academy)

						The United Learning Trust, a sister trust to the United Church 

						Schools Trust (Manchester Academy, The King’s Academy, Lambeth Academy, 

						Northampton Academy, Trinity Academy and Salford City Academy)

						City of London Corporation (City of London Academy)

						The Mercers’ Company (Walsall Academy)

						The Roman Catholic Archdiocese of Southwark (St Paul’s Academy)

						Haberdashers’ Livery Company (Haberdashers’ Aske’s Knights Academy, 

						Haberdashers’ Aske’s Hatcham College)

						Diocese of Liverpool and the Roman Catholic Archdiocese of Liverpool (The 

						Academy of St Francis of Assisi) Diocese of Ripon and Leeds (David Young Community Academy)

						CFBT Education Trust (St Mark’s Church of England Academy).

				

				This is fairly remarkable given how hostile the operating environment was for these kinds of organisations in the heavily local-authority dominated post-war era. And as the academy programme has developed so more and more charitable educational trusts, both existing and emergent, have become involved.

				What works?

				In addition to the historical strength of England’s independently run schools, the move back towards school autonomy was driven by a range of other factors. As Tony Blair once said, “what matters is what works”, a maxim implicit in the comments of the Chief Inspector of Schools, Sir Michael Wilshaw, in a speech to Policy Exchange on 20 March 2012. He said there was now a “growing consensus across the major parties that the principle of school autonomy, matched with accountability, works. Indeed, the recent evidence from Professor Michael Barber on successful jurisdictions which operate according to this principle is incontrovertible”.7 

				There is compelling and extensive evidence on the effectiveness of school autonomy in raising pupil outcomes, well summarised in the DfE’s Academies Annual Report 2010/11: The Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) has stated: ‘the creation of more autonomous schools will lead to innovations in curriculum, instruction and governance, which in turn will improve outcomes.’8 Wößmann and Fuchs found that ‘test scores are higher when schools manage their own budgets and recruit and select their own teachers.’9 Hindriks et al examined the Flemish education system in Belgium and concluded that: ‘We find strong indications that operational school autonomy is associated with high educational performance if appropriate accountability systems are active.’10 Hanushek et al analysed PISA data and concluded: ‘autonomy reforms improve student achievement in developed countries.’11 Despite the hyperbole of many on the left – The Guardian actually ran the following news headline in 2012: ‘Education system could be completely privatised by 2015, union predicts’12 – what is actually happening is that the state schooling system is being turned into a classic public sector market. Consumers (parents and students) are given a choice, providers are encouraged to diversify and innovate, and new entrants are allowed into the market. However, prices are fixed at the level the state is prepared to pay, the publication of performance data is required and there are strict regulations on how schools behave.

				Many other countries have successfully trodden this path in education. They include countries as diverse as the USA, Hong Kong, Sweden and New Zealand. The reason they have done so, and that England (if not the rest of the UK) has followed, is that this kind of system provides the right conditions for schools to flourish. They enable and encourage collaboration between schools – in England this is done through multi-academy trusts, umbrella trusts, teaching schools alliances, initial teacher training programmes and so on – while also allowing competition between schools, which keeps practitioners focused on outcomes.





OEBPS/images/p2_fmt.jpeg
Academies: a technical definition

Academies occupy a separate legal status to government maintained schools.
In fact, each ‘qualifying academy proprietor’, ie academy trust, is established
as a Company Limited by Cuarantee, whose object is a charitable purpose
for advancing education [Academies Act 2010]. In this regard, academies
must comply with company law as set out in the Companies Act 1985 and the
requirements of the Charity Commission, especially in regard to the Charities’
Statement of Recommended Practice (SORP). These legal requirements
are principally related to financial management, meaning that academies
must produce their accounts, in a prescribed format, and that they must be
independently audited by a registered auditor.

While they are constituted as charities, academies are exempt from having
to register with the Charity Commission and are principally regulated by the
Education Funding Agency on behalf of the Department for Education (DfE).
Any educational endowment or academic fund established under the academy
company is also exempt from registration.

The academy trust enters into a funding agreement with the Secretary of State
for the running of the academy, with both parties signing Articles of Association
outlining the constitution of the school. From this point the academy trust takes
strategic responsibility for the running of the academy, entering into contracts
(such as school improvement services), and ownership of land and other assets.
The trust appoints the governors (also known as directors or trustees) to
manage the academy on its behalf.
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