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The first academies were set up with so-called ‘sponsors’ who gained total power in exchange for a financial 
donation. The requirement to donate was soon dropped. They were often (but not always) low-achieving 
schools in disadvantaged areas.  

After the Coalition came to power in 2010, higher achieving schools were allowed to become ‘converter 
academies’ i.e. without sponsors, either as independent trusts or under the control of multi-academy trusts 
(often called ‘chains’).  

Free schools are a particular kind of academy, but there are relatively few of these.  

Even today the majority of schools are still not academies and are maintained by their local authority. Four 
out of five primary schools and a third of secondary schools have remained within local authorities, despite 
strong Government pressures and incentives to become academies.  

Despite the evidence, and a retreat from legislating on universal academisation, the Government continues 
to recycle the myth that academies are more successful or improve faster than local authority schools.   

Sponsored academies 

The academies project was always built on ideology, not evidence. A government target of 200 was set when 
GCSE results were only available from 3 academies.  

There was a political demand for inflated claims of success. The chosen evaluators PWC (2004-2008) said 
academy results seemed to be rising faster than other schools but did not explain why:  

i) easier qualifications counting as ‘equivalent’ to an A*-C, with some counting as 4 GCSEs 

ii) fewer pupils on free school meals (FSM) and heavy recruitment of better-off pupils from other areas 

iii) academies were improving no faster than other schools with a similarly low starting point. 

These factors were first identified by opponents of the academy programme, but have since been confirmed 
by the National Audit Office (2010), the DfE itself (2012), the Pearson / RSA Academies Commission 
(2013), and the National Foundation for Educational Research (NFER) (2014 and 2015).  

Ironically, it was Michael Gove who changed the rules to prevent (i), which he called ‘gaming’. It is now 
much clearer that academies are doing no better than other schools (see NFER 2015).  

Converter academies 

Attainment in converter academies (i.e. those not required to be supervised by a ‘sponsor’) is generally 
above average. This is hardly surprising given that only successful schools, often in more affluent areas, 
were allowed to ‘convert’. When matched with similar Local Authority schools (i.e. those taking in similar 
pupils), the apparent difference disappears (NFER 2015).  

Disadvantaged pupils 

Disadvantaged pupils do no better in sponsored academies than non-academies. The same is true for pupils 
who start secondary school with low prior attainment (KS2). The gap between FSM and other pupils is as 
wide in sponsored academies as elsewhere (NFER 2015). Disadvantaged pupils do marginally better in 
converter academies, but this may be the result of covert selection (see Sutton Trust 2013).  

Primary schools 

Official data shows that sponsored primary academies are improving less than Local Authority primary 
schools (Stewart 2015). Even Nicky Morgan admits there is no evidence in favour of primary academies.  
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International evidence 

Few countries have the equivalent of academies. The government claims US charter schools are a success, 
but the most comprehensive study CREDO (University of Stanford 2013), often cited by Government, is 
actually very negative in its conclusions. 

Multi-academy trusts (MATS)  

Academy chains are a poor substitute for Local Authorities. Large numbers of their schools have fallen 
below ‘floor’ standards or are ‘coasting’ (Chain Studies, Sutton Trust 2015). This research judges that most 
MATs may be harming the prospects of disadvantaged pupils who, in 2 out of 3 trusts, are achieving less 
well than the national average for disadvantaged pupils. It found only 6 trusts to be successful overall, but 3 
were very small with only 3 schools in each.  

In his letter to the Secretary of State, Chief Inspector Michael Wilshaw (10 March 2016) complained:  

Given that the academies movement was initiated principally to improve the performance of 
disadvantaged pupils, it is particularly concerning that many of the academies in these trusts are 
failing their poorest children.  

Inspection judgements 

The high proportion of academies with negative Ofsted judgements should be an embarrassment to 
Government. Currently 1 in 5 academies are in the bottom categories inadequate or requiring improvement, 
and 95 academies have been in these negative categories for 5 or more years.  

Only successful schools were allowed to be ‘converter academies’, but 12% of these have already been 
judged ‘inadequate’ or ‘requiring improvement’. Grades have declined in 38% since becoming academies.   

Some of the largest academy chains have recently been judged to have serious weaknesses in progress and 
attainment, teaching, leadership and governance.  

Academic selection and social selection 

Segregation often results from housing patterns but is exacerbated by academies and some other types of 
school controlling their own admissions (Sutton Trust 2013). By choosing their own criteria, they can keep 
out less advantaged families and lower attaining pupils.  

The National Children’s Bureau say children with special educational needs are being turned away.  

Management and governance: an attack on democracy 

Unlike academies, Local Authorities can coordinate different services for children and families. They help 
schools co-operate within a local area, and are democratically accountable. The Government wants to abolish 
them, and even to remove the requirement for governing bodies to include parent representatives.  

Nicky Morgan speaks of academy ‘autonomy’ but doesn’t even understand that schools which are not 
academies have run their own budgets and staff appointments for over 25 years. In fact, many academies 
lack the autonomy claimed by Nicky Morgan: in reality a few individuals running the trust have total power 
over its schools, and can dismiss headteachers and remove governing bodies. 

Financial management: a robbery waiting to happen  

The Government are gambling on the future of our schools. Academy trusts are given 125 year leases on 
buildings and land, and future governments could easily turn this into freehold. Trusts will then own 
everything.   

There are constant scandals about corruption, with contracts (£500,000 in one chain alone) being awarded to 
firms belonging to relatives of headteachers or CEOs – a practice discovered in 40% of academies. The 
National Audit Office has served notices to improve on over 30 trusts, including some of the largest. Chief 
Executives are collecting salaries of up to £370,000.  

Free schools are particularly scandal-prone, and millions have been wasted on schools that never opened. 

 


