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The CommissionProfessor Christine Gilbert, CBEwas Her Majestys
Chief Inspector,

Commission Chair

Education, Childrens Services and Skills, at Ofsted from 2006
until 2011. Prior to this, Christine was Chief Executive of the
London Borough of Tower Hamlets. She joined the Council in 1997 as
Corporate Director, Education, having been Director of Education in
the London Borough of Harrow. Christine spent 18 years teaching in
schools, eight ofthem asasecondary school headteacher. Currently,
Christine is Visiting Professor of Education at the Institute of
Education. She is also undertaking a number of local and national
education projects.Professor Chris Husbands took up the post of
Director of the InstituteofEducation in 2011. He began his career
teaching History in comprehensive schools and was a senior manager
in schools before entering higher education. He was Professor of
Education and Director of the Institute of Education at the
University of Warwick, Dean of Education and Lifelong Learning at
the University of East Anglia and Professor of Education at the
IOE. He was elected to the Academy of Learned Societies for the
Social Sciences (AcSS) in2012. Brett Wigdortzhas been CEO of Teach
First since its launch in 2002,

Commissioner

Commissioner

having written the original business plan for the charity while
working asa management consultant at McKinsey & Company.
Previously hehasworked as a consultant, ajournalist andresearcher.
Originally from New Jersey he has a bachelors degree in economics
from the University of Richmond and a masters degree in economics
from the University of Hawaii. He currently serves as a trustee of
PEAS and Future Leaders. He is also the co-founder, trustee
andstrategy adviser to Teach For All. His book Success Against The
Odds, a candid account of the first 10 years of Teach First, was
published in September 2012.

Professor Becky Francis is Director of the Commission. She is
Director of

Commission Director

the Pearson Think Tank, and Professor of Education and Social
Justice at Kings College London. She was previously Director of
Education at the RSA, and Professor of Education at Roehampton
University. Beckys policy research and analysis includes her recent
influential work on Satisfactory schools, in relation to social
disadvantage; and she is best known for her academic work on gender
and educational achievement.
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ForewordThe expansion of the academies programme under the
Coalition government is dramatic. In May 2010 there were 203
academies and by November 2012 there were 2456. The scale and speed
of change are huge and there could not be a more important time to
explore the implications ofthis expansion. That is why the RSA and
Pearson Think Tank established the Commission and why I was
delighted to be invited to chair it. I have been joined by two
other commissioners: Professor Chris Husbands, Director of the
Institute of Education, University of London, and Brett Wigdortz,
Chief Executive of Teach First. Professor Becky Francis, of Kings
College London and Director of the Pearson Think Tank, has been the
fourth member of the Commissions team. The Commission was asked not
only to consider the impact of the academies programme to date but
also to anticipate what should happen when the majority of schools
may be academies. We were clear from the outset that we would not
engage in debates about the decision to develop the programme.
During the seven months of the Commissions work, while we reviewed
the academies landscape, we kept our sights focused on the future.
We were more interested in ensuring that the academies programme
delivers on its promise of a better education for every child. Our
recommendations span both the present and the future: the present,
a system that is becoming increasingly academised, in transition,
perhaps, to a future in which all or the majority of schools are
academies. Witnesses to the Commission referred to the difficulties
the Secretary of State would have in managing over 20,000 schools
in England. If the Secretary of State has to manage any schools,
the academies programme will have failed. Schools manage themselves
and never more so than when they become academies. However, there
has to be enough support and challenge in the system, and enough
checks and balances, for academies or groups of academies to be
able to use the independence they have gained professionally and
with moral purpose. In a successfully academised system, we will
see schools supporting and learning from one another. They will
operate as a community of schools, each independent but working
best if connected to the rest of the system. The ambition and pace
of the governments academies programme cannot be doubted. Any
business expanding at this rapid rate, however, would want to
reassure itself that expansion was occurring in the most effective
way. The Commissions report seeks to test this. We hope its
recommendations will be used to support further implementation.

Christine Gilbert Commission Chair

Foreword
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Overview and recommendationsThe Commission strongly supports the
aspirational vision that lies behind the academies programmeWe are
seeing radical change in the English education system. Over half of
all secondary schools and a growing number of primary and special
schools have become academies, or are in the pipe-line to become
one. Free Schools, University Technical Colleges (UTCs) and Studio
Schools are emerging; these are also academies. This is a new
educational landscape and it has developed with astonishing speed.
The Commission strongly supports the aspirational vision that lies
behind the academies programme. This was set up to address
entrenched failure in schools with low performance, most
particularly, schools located in the most disadvantaged parts of
the country. The vision is ofautonomy-driven improvement rooted in
expectations of excellence, supported by outstanding leadership and
governance. In removing academies from the control of local
authorities, the expectation is that these schools use greater
freedom and independence to lead and manage more effectively and
more innovatively so that pupil outcomes improve. The Commission
was not tasked to revisit the policy decisions to create and
develop the academies programme, but rather to explore a future
with a significantly or wholly academised system. The introduction
of academies has provided much-needed vitality to the school
system. At the same time, the evidence considered by the Commission
does not suggest that improvement across all academies has been
strong enough to transform the life chances of children from the
poorest families. There have been some stunning successes among
individual sponsored academies and academy chains, and these have
raised expectations of what can be achieved even in the most
deprived areas. But it is increasingly clear that academy status
alone is not a panacea for improvement. While inspiring cases
abound, and there are signs of a trend of longer term improvement
among sponsored academies, the recentreport from the National Audit
Office (2012) highlights that Ofsted has judged almost half of all
sponsored academies as inadequate or satisfactory (the latter is
now defined as requiring improvement). International evidence of
the impact of similar systems continues to present a mixed picture.
The evidence considered by the Commission has left it convinced
that there now needs to be a new, determined focus on the detailed
implementation of the academies programme to ensure that it
realises itstransformative potential. In particular, the Commission
has recognised three imperatives for the further development of the
academies programme. These imperatives are not new to the education
system but they need to become a more central feature of the
academies programme, so it is able to fulfil its promise of abetter
education for every child. They are:

There have been some stunning successes among individual
sponsored academies and academy chains, and these have raised
expectations of what can be achieved even in the most deprived
areas. But it is increasingly clear that academy status alone is
not a panacea forimprovement

to ensure that there is a forensic focus on teaching and its
impact on

pupils learning so that the gap between the vision for academies
and practice in classrooms is reduced and the words academisation
and improvement become inextricably and demonstrably linked
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to ensure that an increasingly academised system is fair

andequally accessible to children and young people from
allbackgrounds to ensure that academies demonstrate their moral
purpose andprofessionalism by providing greater accountability to
pupils, parents and other stakeholders. The role of governors is
more important than ever in an academised system, and their
scrutiny and challenge should ensure effective accountability. The
Commissions overarching conclusion is that if these imperatives are
addressed, it is far more likely that the rapid rise in the number
of academies will bring about genuine, systemic transformation.
Transformational change in thousands of classrooms needs to be the
focus of this next phase of the academies programme, with the goal
ofestablishing a school system that serves all children and young
people better than they have been served in the past.

The Commission believes that a fully academised system is best
seen asa community of schools, each independent but working best if
connected to the restof the system

A forensic focus on both teaching and learningAt the heart of
improvement in either an increasingly academised system or, indeed,
a fully academised system, sits the development of good teaching
and learning. This dominates the thinking, planning and actions of
the most successful academies and academy groups we saw but far
from all. This insight about the importance of teaching and
learning is not novel but there are gains to be had from linking it
more tightly to academisation. The Commission believes that a fully
academised system is best seen asa community of schools, each
independent but working best if connected to the rest of the
system. These schools would work with one another to accelerate
school improvement, in particular the quality of teaching and its
impact on learning and the achievements of children and young
people. Collaboration across this national community of schools
should enable a balance to be struck between independence and
interdependence, with the clear aim of serving children and young
people well. Throughout this report, the Commission uses the DfE
definition of academies as publicly funded independent schools. In
practice, this description now means very different things,
although all academies share a governance model that increases
their independence from local authorities and creates a stronger
link to the Secretary of State. Academies now range from the first
early sponsored academies, set up to replace failing schools in
poor areas and highly resourced strategic investments in change, to
those established from 2010 as a result of the Coalition
governments decisions to encourage good and outstanding schools to
convert to academy status and to extend the sponsored academy
programme into primary schools. Many of the good and outstanding
schools that converted since 2010 have become standalone academies.
Not all these converter academies are fulfilling their commitment
to supporting other schools to improve. This is significant given
that they already represent over three quarters of all academies.
So, in an academised system, where will capacity and support for
improvement be found? This report argues for a new phase of academy
development, described in Chapter 2 as Academies Mark IV, to
provide such support for improvement.

Overview and recommendations
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The role of governors in an academised system is more important
than ever and needs to receive greater attention

Schools work in a competitive environment and have done so for
many years. It is not contradictory to argue for more powerful and
effective collaboration to sit side by side with this. While there
is a tension between collaboration and competition, it can also be
an energising one. The evidence considered by the Commission
suggests a more intensive drive to develop professional
connections, collaborative activity and learning both within and
across schools will generate fundamental change across the school
system. This is a model of autonomous schools working in
partnership to improve teaching and learning for them all. It is a
model that not only shares and improves practice across the system
but also has the potential for creating new and innovative
practice. This represents a cultural shift. It is already underway
but needing more momentum through a much tighter link with the
process of academisation. In an education system of autonomous and
independent schools, there are real benefits to be gained from the
government itself linking improvement through collaboration more
systematically to the implementation of the academy programme. The
Secretary of State has already made clear his commitment to a
school-led approach to improvement in TheImportance of Teaching:
the schools White Paper,2010. His commitment includes promoting a
range of initiatives such as academy chains, Teaching Schools, the
expansion of Teach First, National Leaders of Governance, an
increase in the numbers of National Leaders of Education, the
sponsorship of weak schools by strong schools and the conversion of
groups of primary schools to academy status together. Tocontinue
this school-led improvement drive would require, for example, all
converter academies to meet the expectations for collaboration and
school support set out in their applications to convert. To further
enable this cultural shift, the Commission feels that Ofsted should
not judge a school to be outstanding for leadership unless it can
provide evidence of its contribution to system-wide improvement,
such as support for the improvement of another school. The evidence
considered by the Commission emphasised the importance of school
leaders themselves keeping a sharp focus on education and learning
within and across schools and on ensuring adequate professional
development. It also emphasised the importance of teacher
development linked closely to a culture of classroom observation
and peer learning. TheCommission believes this would be well
supported in Academies Mark IV by the establishment of an
independent Royal College of Teachers. The College could help make
the link between research and the classroom more explicit.
Pump-primed by the DfE, but completely independent from it, the
College should have the encouragement of school-to-school
collaboration, including peer challenge and support, as one of its
keyobjectives. The role of governors in an academised system is
more important than ever and needs to receive greater attention.
Traditionally, governors have been strong in providing support for
the leadership of their school but, with the increased autonomy and
independence of academies, scrutiny and challenge by governors
become critical. The Commissions evidencegathering suggests there
needs to be a radical shift in their capacity, knowledge and
attitude if they are to take on both the leadership role expected
in an academised system and fulfil their legal responsibilities
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Schools themselves increasingly need to take on the provision of
school improvement services to otherschools

asdirectors of charitable companies. The agreement between an
academy trust and the Secretary of State assumes a key role for the
governors in school improvement; this can be well supported by
working with governors from other schools. The Commission
recognises, in particular, that the knowledge, calibre and
independence of the Chairs of school governing bodies are extremely
important to school improvement and take on a new significance in
an academised system. The Commission believes that the recruitment
of Chairs needs to be far more professional and rigorous. Chairs
posts should be advertised, as is widely the case with other public
sector Board roles, and schools should be expected to have at least
one independent person on the selection panel for a new Chair. In
addition, any new Chair should be expected to undertake formal
training within six months of being appointed. Given the speed of
academisation, the traditional role of the local authority has
changed but there is still a lack of clarity about any new one. The
government needs to consider this urgently as part of its
implementation of academisation. The Commission believes that local
authorities should hold the lead responsibility for planning and
commissioning sufficient school places to meet local need. The
Commission heard that the role of local authorities in this is far
from clear. Local authorities should also embrace astronger role in
education not as providers of school improvement services but as
guardians and champions of the needs and interests of all children
in the area. The Commission believes that over a period of three
years, local authorities should phase out all their own provision
of school improvement services and devolve them to school-led
partnerships. Schools themselves increasingly need to take on the
provision of school improvement services to other schools. The
Commission received evidence from a number of active school-led
partnerships which are having demonstrable impact. Academies must
be clear where they can find support when they need it. The
Commission therefore encourages the government to consider a more
systematic approach to this as part of its implementation of
academisation. There is considerable interest inschool-led
improvement networks sometimes involving other private, public or
third sector partners. These would not seek to replicate what was
available locally, for example, through teaching school alliances,
but would raise awareness of what was available and broker
connections. The Commission believes that the professional
associations and teaching unions would have much to contribute to
the design and delivery of such networks. They are uniquely placed
to help improve and develop schools and, in doing so, to ensure
academisation and improvement are inextricably linked.

Ensuring fairness and accessibilityEvidence to the Commission
illustrated the impressive commitment ofmany academies to social
inclusion but this did not extend to all that we saw. The
Commission views social segregation in the school system as a
problem for equality of opportunity and to system improvement. It
heard, for example, of some academies willing to take a low road
approach to school improvement by manipulating admissions rather
than

Overview and recommendations
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by exercising strong leadership. It is vital, as academies begin
to assert their independence more vigorously, that such practices
are eradicated. Ensuring excellent teaching and school-to-school
collaboration is the route to improve learning and raise
achievement for all pupils, no matter what their background. In
addition, in this transitional period, as the education system
becomes increasingly academised, there is a need to ensure a level
playing field, one that does not favour one type of school over
another. Parity is particularly important in relation to funding
and admissions, and in supporting fair access to all schools,
particularly for children with special educationalneeds. The
Secretary of State needs to develop a system for admissions that
allows parents some independent recourse in terms of their
relationship with an individual school, or each academy trust,
acting as its own admissions authority. This is particularly
important in terms of appeals. The Commission therefore believes
that academies and maintained schools should be placed on a common
footing regarding admissions andshould operate within a framework
of open and fair compliance. The Commission urges the Secretary of
State to identify the organisation best placed to provide an
independent appeals service fordisputes over individual cases
relating to admissions. Such a service should be instigated and run
in a quasi-judicial manner. In the interests of demonstrating
fairness and accessibility, the Commission believes that each
academy should publish comprehensive data, including socio-economic
data, about who applies to it and who is admitted. This should have
the effect of providing moral impetus to schools to maintain or
adopt inclusive practice. The Commission suggests that these data
should be aggregated and analysed by the Office of the Schools
Adjudicator to identify any risks in terms of socio-economic
segregation.

Ensuring accountability to pupils, parents,
andotherstakeholdersAcademies that take professional learning
seriously understand their accountabilities not only to parents and
communities but also to pupils and use this to raise standards. The
Commission was persuaded by the evidence it received that the
greater independence of academies means they have a greater
responsibility for accounting to parents, other partners and local
communities. As the chief executive of a large academy chain
argued:If we want to retain our freedom to get ahead of our
critics, weneedtomake sure as a sector that we build a reputation
for being openandaccountable.Coles, 2012

The Commission saw a number of examples where academies had
actively engaged parents and communities, not only in detailed
discussion about their childrens learning and achievement but also
in contributing to their review and evaluation processes. These
academies considered parents and families to be key partners in
education. However, the Commission also received evidence
indicating that academies were not always sufficiently responsive
to parents as partners.
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Some parents told the Commission that they felt their views and
involvement in the school were no longer valued once it had assumed
academy status. In a fully academised system, as part of each
schools moral and professional accountabilities, the importance of
parents and pupils needs to be recognised explicitly. All academies
need to find innovative ways to understand and talk to parents,
including those who appear not to want to be engaged. To support
good accountability to parents and the local community, the
Commission believes there should be regular and formal reporting.
At academy trust level, this might be in the form of an annual
report underpinned with an open forum, held either in public or
online, encouraging broader discussion. The Commission believes
high standards of transparency and accountability should apply to
academy chains as much as to academies themselves. This is
particularly important to facilitate the more vibrant entry into
and exit from the education market by sponsors that the Government
would like to see. To this end the Commission believes that the
practice for appointing sponsors, commonly known as the beauty
parade, should be ended and the DfE should design a selection
process that is open, fair, rigorous and supported by clear
criteria. The Commission feels that funding agreements for
sponsorship should be reduced from seven to five years. It also
suggests that the Office of the Schools Commissioner should be
charged with producing an annual report which includes some
comparison of the performance of sponsors.

RecommendationsThe education system in England has undergone
almost continual change in the post-war period. Academisation is
one of the most significant structural transformations and such
large-scale change requires detailed attention to implementation if
real and lasting improvement in pupils learning and achievement is
to be achieved. If we have learned anything about change over the
past thirty years, it is that improvement is likely to be both
accelerated and sustained if there is broad ownership at local,
school and classroom level. The recommendations that follow are
designed to support implementation and deepen transformation so
that all children and young people experience the benefits of
academisation. The Commissions recommendations, in response to the
evidence it considered, vary from the broad to the more detailed.
Substantial recommendations are highlighted below. They reflect the
questions posed by the Commission in its call for evidence in May
2012. These concerned:

levers and barriers to school improvement within a totally

academised system and securing achievement for all pupils within
this academies use of their freedoms the implications of an
academised system on admissions the impact of diversification and
mass academisation on existing academies and schools governance,
accountability and due diligence.

Overview and recommendations
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Additional, often more technical, recommendations are outlined
in the chapters themselves.

Key recommendations: school improvement

The government needs to support academisation with a detailed
implementation plan, linking it more closely to the acceleration of
school improvement and, in particular, the quality ofteaching
andlearning

The government needs to support academisation with

adetailedimplementation plan, linking it more closely to the
acceleration of school improvement and, in particular, thequality
of teaching and learning. More academies should recognise the value
of establishing acollaborative culture, both within and across
schools, which recognises the importance of professional
development focused on practice in classrooms and of learning in
context, and resource it accordingly. Academies, in particular
their governing bodies, should take greater ownership of
accountability, thereby making themselves more open and
transparent, by acknowledging the importance of teachers individual
and collective accountability, and by ensuring pupils, parents and
the local community play an active part in school review
anddevelopment planning. Ofsted should support a school-led,
collaborative approach to systemic improvement by recognising the
importance of collaborative development as well as individual
excellence. Itcould do this by: judging school leadership
outstanding only if a contribution tosystem-wide improvement can be
evidenced reducing inspection if inspectors quality assurance of a
schools self-evaluation demonstrates it is sound and underpinned by
rigorous, external peer review. The DfE should invite the National
College to trial a number oflicensed, school-led excellence
networks, in particular regions of the country, designed to develop
capacity and ensure support for all schools that need it. Both
local and central government should encourage the federation
ofprimary schools without an immediate emphasis on academy
status.

Key recommendations: academy freedomsandavision for learning in
the twenty-first century that draws on a full understanding of the
knowledge, skills and dispositions that young people will need for
life and work. The DfE should pump-prime the establishment of a
Royal College of Teachers that would be independent from, but work
with the government, to promote teachers professional development,
provide evidence to inform education policy, align practice and
research and promote peer-to-peer collaboration. Teachers should be
expected to engage with research as an integral part of their daily
work, and providers of initial teacher

The government should articulate the case for innovation
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education should encourage trainees to see the links between the
latest research and the improvement of classroom practice.
Providers should also ensure reflection and evaluation are
developed as part of the repertoire of good teaching skills.

Key recommendations: admissionswell-placed to provide an
independent appeals service, to be instigated and run in a
quasi-judicial manner. The Chief Schools Adjudicator should hear
and determine all appeals against directions, and complaints
against variations and derogations from the School Admissions Code.
The Local Government Ombudsmans powers should be extended to hear
complaints concerning the maladministration of admissions and
admissions appeals of all admissions authorities. The DfE should
require all schools and academies to publish data on applications
and acceptances for school places in relation to free schools meals
(or other socio-economic data). These data should be scrutinised
and reported on by the Office of the Schools Adjudicator with a
particular focus on identifying any growing risk of socio-economic
segregation.

The Secretary of State should identify an organisation that
is

Key recommendations: the impact of academisation
onlocalprovisionnotas providers of schools or school improvement
services, but as champions for children. This would mean
articulating alocal and aspirational vision for education. As
champions for children, the local authority would capture local
knowledge and intelligence by undertaking some scrutiny of
education provision to ensure it is meeting the needs and interests
of children and young people in the area. As champions for the
needs of local children in an academised system, local authorities
should report annually to the Secretary of State on the quality of
local provision so he receives early warning of any emerging issues
and addresses these through his relationships with academy trusts.
The government should set out a coherent framework for the planning
and commissioning of school places. This should acknowledge and
clarify the primacy of the local authority as the lead body
responsible for planning and commissioning sufficient school places
to meet local need. Individual academies and groups of academies
should embrace anew relationship with local authorities to ensure
they all contribute to local planning, review and development that
support both sufficiency and quality, and the needs of all
children.

Local authorities should embrace a new role in education,

Overview and recommendations
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Key recommendations: school governance

The DfE should act to increase understanding ofthe pivotal role
of governors in an academised system

The DfE should act to increase understanding of the pivotal
roleof

governors in an academised system. This should include a focus
on their responsibilities not only as company directors
ofcharitable companies but also for wider system improvement. Using
the National College, the DfE should take steps to support the
capacity of governing bodies, and in particular thequality of the
Chair. Schools should advertise the appointment of new Chairs as
part of an open recruitment approach and involve at least one
independent person in the appointment process. Using the National
College, the government should find more ways to increase
school-to-school collaboration across governing bodies, to
encourage capacity-building through development and training, and
to secure better value for money through shared procurement. To
encourage engagement and to support local accountability, academy
trusts should publish an annual report and provide aforum for its
open discussion with stakeholders.

Key recommendations: central governmentinto and exit from the
education market, including: ending the practice for appointing
sponsors, commonly known as the beauty parade. The DfE should
ensure that the selection of sponsors is open, fair and rigorous,
and supported by clear criteria continuing to develop and make
publicly accessible itsmonitoring of performance across different
chains, andsharpening its role in intervention charging the Office
of the Schools Commissioner with producing an annual report on the
comparative performance ofsponsors reducing funding agreements for
sponsorship from seven years to five intervening to terminate
funding agreements (sponsor removal) on the basis of data shared
with and recommendations from the local authority. The DfE should
take steps to hold converter academies to account for their
commitment in their application for academy status to give support
to the improvement of other schools. Using the Education Funding
Agency, the DfE should continue to tighten systems of financial
accountability and transparency, ensuring there is capacity for a
proportion of routine visits to schools to be undertaken and for
investigation of compliance inorder to deter bad practice.

The DfE should provide a clearer structure for enabling
entry
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1. Background

This chapter explains the purpose and remit of the Commission,
and themethodology underpinning this report. It sets out the
limitations of the Commission, including noting the areas not
covered or not covered in depth and clarifies the terminology used
in the report.

The Commissions remitGood schools are vital for our individual
and collective well-being andprosperity, and for the foundation of
a fair and cohesive society. Strong schooling enables us to cope
with the uncertainties of life, develop our potential, and extend
our opportunities. Good schools also work to correct inequalities
and to advance other shared social andeconomicobjectives. The
Academies Commission is the first significant inquiry into whether
the increasing academisation of our schools advances these goals.
This Commission follows the rapid increase in the number of schools
that have become academies. The RSA and the Pearson Think Tank set
up the Commission, collaborating to design, establish and resource
it. The Commission has also been supported by the sponsorship of
the CfBT Education Trust andThe Co-operative. The Commission posed
two principal questions:

What are the implications of complete academisation for
schoolimprovement and pupils attainment? How can improvement and
attainment best be secured within anacademised system?

The Commissions remit was to highlight emerging trends, risks,
andrelated questions, concentrating on public interest and drawing,
where relevant, on examples of similar systems and cases
internationally, to inform analysis and make comparisons.
Particular attention has been given to the key issues of
accountability and educational outcomes, and howto advance school
improvement in an academised system. Rehearsing debates about the
decision to develop the academies programme was not part of the
remit; the Commission focused instead onthe consequences of such a
programme for children and young people and for the education
system as a whole.

The Commissions speed commission methodologyThe Commissions
methodology has placed an important emphasis on evidence gathered
from written submissions, expert witnesses and

14
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Rehearsing debates about the decision to develop the academies
programme was not part of the remit; the Commission focused instead
onthe consequences of such a programme for children and young
people and for the education system asa whole

qualitative data. Appendix 1 provides a full list of the
evidence gathered and the witnesses who provided it. The speed
commission design constrained the commissioning of additional
research. However, two small-scale surveys were carried out byTeach
First with Teach First teachers and Teach First ambassadors;
thelatter comprise practising teachers and those who have
previously been Teach First teachers. To ensure that the
Commissioners heard evidence from specific individuals and groups,
as well as from selfselecting witnesses contributing written
evidence, the Commissioners invited witnesses to present evidence.
The project team also collected evidence from focus groups and
external meetings, including events convened bykey stakeholder
organisations. The evidence comprised:

62 submissions of written evidence (28 from organisations and34
from individuals) 64 witness statements two additional focus groups
18 additional meetings and workshops survey to Teach First
ambassadors (43 survey respondents; plustelephone interviews with
two ambassadors) survey to Teach First teachers (distributed at a
Teach First practitioners event; 477 responses)

The call for evidence

In the main, the submissions received responded directly to the
questions that the Commission posed in the call for written
evidence (below):The Commissioners are asking five questions that
they feel need be considered within this enquiry. These are based
on key issues, concerns andchallenges emerging from a review of
current research, experience on theground, recent policy shifts as
well as those on the horizon. These align with the Commissions
central focus on the implications of complete or near total
academisation, and its emphasis on foresight: 1. What are the
levers and barriers to school improvement within a totally
academised system? How can achievement be secured for all pupils
within such a system? 2. Research suggests that academies are not
yet using their full freedoms. Why is this? And what are the likely
implications when academies start touse these to their full extent?
3. What are the implications of an academised system on admissions?
4. What is the impact of diversification and mass academisation on
existing academies and schools? 5. What are the key issues
concerning governance, accountability and due diligence within an
academised system?
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BackgroundThe current picture

The expansion of the original academies programme under the New
Labour government had been gradual since the opening of the first
city academy in 2002. In May 2010 there were 203 academies.
However, the speed of academisation since the Coalition governments
Education Act of 2010 has been astonishing. At the beginning of
November 2012, when the Commission began work on this report, 2456
were open (with many more going through the process of
academisation). Around half of maintained secondary schools in
England are now academies, although this expansion is not uniform
or universal across localities. Of these 2456, 536 are sponsored,
meaning that over three quarters are converter academies, that is,
schools judged outstanding or good by Ofsted that have chosen to
become academies. This is important to note, as much public
commentary continues to focus exclusively on sponsored academies,
albeit they now comprise only a small fraction of the total.
Academisation has had less impact on the primary sector. While
take-up of academy status by secondary converters since 2010
exceeded government expectations, take-up by primaries has been
lowerthan anticipated by the DfE. Primary academies currently stand
at5%ofallprimary schools.Terminology: academies and chains

The term academy takes in schools in different circumstances and
withvery different histories, as well as a proliferation of
different models. These distinctions of history, function, form and
status are as important as the single label academy and are
explored further in Chapter 2 and elsewhere. The Commission uses
the term academies in this report simply to describe
publicly-funded independent schools. However, because of the many
different types of state schools that are not academies community
schools, Voluntary Controlled schools, Voluntary Aided schools,
Foundation schools and so on it has been convenient torefer to this
wider group of schools as maintained schools, andtoacademies as
academies. The term headteacher or executive headteacher is used to
refer alsoto principals and executive principals; the term pupils
refers also tostudents in secondary schools. It is useful to
distinguish between the different sorts of academy which are
referred to throughout this report, namely:

sponsored academies converter academies enforced sponsor
academies Free Schools.

The definitions of each are set out in Appendix 2.
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The report also refers frequently to academy chains groups of
schools. As at November 2012, there are 312 academy chains; this
figure includes collaborative partnerships, where academies work
together in an informal chain which may involve only light touch
collaboration (Figure 1). Thirty nine per cent of academies are in
a chain but just 28% ifcollaborative partnerships are excluded. As
with the word academy, the definition of a chain encompasses awide
range of groups of schools. Ofsponsors that work with more than one
academy, the majority sponsor just two or three (Hill et al.,
2012). At the beginning of January 2012, 91chains had between two
and nine sponsored academies in their chain, and only nine chains
included 10 or more academies (Figure 2). Currently, the average
size of a chain is 3.2schools. In referring to chains in this
report, we therefore mean simply allacademy trusts set up as
multi-academy trusts or umbrella trusts.

1. Background
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Figure 1: Academy chains, as at November 2012

Multi-Academy Trust: 612

Collaborative Partnership: 280

Umbrella Trust: 78

Number of open Academies Number of Academies in chains
(converters and sponsored) Number of Academies in chains of 3+
schools Number of chains Average size of these chains

2456 969 655 312 3.2

* Excludes 45 historic sponsored Academies that existed before
the concept of Academy chains existed. Work is underway to identify
chain types for these Academies. ** Some Academies are in more than
one chain (e.g. collaborative partnership with one Academy and a
Multi-Academy Trust with another), Source: unpublished DfE
document, November 2012.

Figure 2: Number of sponsored academy chains by size ofacademy
chain

10+ 7 to 9 6 5 4 3 2 0 10 20 30 40 50 60

Number of academies in chain

Number of sponsored chains

Source: Hill et al. (2012).
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A note on limitations, and areas not addressedAlthough,
technically, Free Schools are academies, they are distinct from
converter and sponsored academies, both in their role and in the
arrangements for their practice. They are newly created rather than
existing schools. The Coalition government sees Free Schools as
contributing to its aim to drive systemic improvement through
diversification and competition. When the Academies Commission
began its work in May 2012, there were only 24 Free Schools.
Despite the small number, Free Schools represent a controversial
strand of the Academies programme and they raise distinct and
complex questions. Given their status as new start up schools, the
Commission has not considered Free Schools in any depth; they are
referred to only in passing in this report. However, in the light
of their subsequent expansion 55 additional Free Schools had opened
by the time this report was being prepared for publication in
November 2012, with a further 102 due to open from 2013 and the
particular questions they raise, the impact of Free Schools is a
key area for further research. This is also true of University
Technical Colleges andStudio Schools (which are also academies).
Nevertheless, converter and sponsored academies (the focus of this
report) together comprise 96% of all academies (EFA, 2012b). A
further limitation has been the stronger focus on secondary rather
than primary schools. While much of the analysis in this report can
be extended to both phases, the majority of the evidence submitted
to the Commission related to secondary schools. At present, the
primary sector remains largely non-academised and any movement
towards academy status has been relatively slow. The Commission is
aware of the discrete issues facing primary schools. These may
hinder the rate and speed of academisation and may also mean that
recommendations applicable to the secondary sector in this report
cannot be mapped simply onto primary schools. Chapter 2 discusses
academies and the primary sector.

1. Background
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2. Academisation and school improvement

This chapter considers the implications for school improvement
of an increasingly academised system. We have interpreted school
improvement as a strategy for improving not only learning and
outcomes for pupils but also school capacity and capability. The
evidence presented to the Commission indicates that academisation
alone cannot be relied on for whole-system improvement. This
chapter does not rehearse the key elements of school improvement
that are well known and established but seeks to identify the core
properties that are essential for systemic change through
academies. These properties relate to establishing a school-led,
self-improving system that builds professional connections,
collaborative activity and learning across schools that are
characterised otherwise by their autonomy andindependence. The
Commission believes more needs to be done to:

build a more powerful national vision for change strengthen
professional ownership of accountability make school review in
academies more open and inclusive

ofparents and the local community capture the power of
collaboration for system change support schools in taking
responsibility for whole-system improvement use Ofsted to support a
school-led, collaborative approach tosystemic improvement.

The context

Academies MarkI were introduced by the Labour government in 2002
with the opening ofthree academies

Evidence of impact

In considering the future of a substantially academised system,
one of the major challenges for the Commission has been the
changing nature of academies. The Commission has found it helpful
to identify three models. Academies Mark I were introduced by the
Labour government in 2002 with the opening of three academies. The
first city academy, Business Academy, Bexley, was one of a new
generation of schools intended to transform performance in areas of
profound social and educational challenge. The model and mission
were clear: the original and failing school was closed and a new
school was opened, sponsored by a philanthropist or business
partner, keen to make a difference to the lives of poor
children
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and young people in deprived areas. The ambitious vision and
business acumen of the sponsor were seen as key in establishing an
ambitious new school, outside any governance by the local authority
and in radically transformed buildings with highly paid
headteachers. The new academies were considered strategic
investments in change. They had start-up funds and freedoms to vary
the curriculum, school year, staff pay and conditions of service.
Over the next eight years, the Labour government rolled out these
academies across the country, seeking to transform educational
outcomes for children and young people in weak schools. In the
process the original model shifted to Academies Mark II. This model
allowed organisations such as universities, charities and even some
schools and local authorities themselves to act as sponsors.
Start-up funding was abolished, more conditions were specified in
academy funding agreements and few academies had as much investment
in their buildings as the original ones. By May 2010, 203 of these
Academies Mark I and II were open andanother 60 or so were
planned.

Figure 3: Timeline of the development of Academies Marks I, II
and IIIMark I sponsored academies Philanthropic sponsors contribute
up to 2 million towards capital costs

2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013

Mark II sponsored academies Universities, colleges & schools
able to sponsor without providing 2 million Original academies
retain their Tighter control of funding agreements funding
agreements but new academies established on Mark II principles
Academy sponsors no longer obliged to provide nancial contribution
Some relaxation of restrictions on funding agreements in relation
to curriculum content, target setting and submission of rigid plans
Mark III converter academies Schools performing well (including
primary schools) can convert to academy status on a stand alone
basis or as part of an umbrella trust or multi-academy trust

Some schools convert to be an academy as part of a sponsored
multi-academy trust and some convert and then become academy
sponsors

Source: Academies Commission.
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Considerable debate has taken place about whether academies have
been successful in driving improvement and improving outcomes for
pupils. The Commission considered a range of evidence about the
impact of Academies Mark I and II. Certainly some, including the
widely cited Mossbourne Academy in Hackney, have demonstrated
stunning success, but this is not common. Indeed, Stewart (2012)
suggests that many previously poorly performing schools in
disadvantaged areas have done just as well as those which embarked
on the academy route. Several evaluations of Academies Mark I and
II have shown some modest improvement in pupil performance
(PricewaterhouseCoopers (PwC), 2008; NAO, 2010). For example, PwCs
five-year evaluation report found a higher percentage point
increase in the GCSE results of academies compared to the national
average, although it concluded that there was insufficient evidence
to make a definitive judgement as a model for school improvement.
Of course, as these schools were typically the lowest performing,
their percentage point increase was likely to be higher than that
of better-performing schools. The NAO Report (2010) found
significant improvements in the proportion of pupils achieving GCSE
A* C grades and in attendance at school compared to a comparison
group, but it also noted that Ofsted had judged some academies to
be inadequate. A number of researchers (Curtis et al., 2008;
Wrigley, 2008; Machin and Vernoit, 2011) caution that improvements
in performance cannot be disentangled from the changing intake in
these schools; they point to adecline in the proportion of
disadvantaged pupils in some academies. Machin and Vernoit (2011)
conclude that academies can deliver faster gains in GCSE
performance than comparable schools. They warn that benefits can
take time to materialise and that further work was needed to
explore the benefits and costs of academisation, both for
individual academies and other schools. The complexities of
comparing the performance of even a small group of sponsored
academies with other schools is reflected in the DfEs publication,
Attainment at Key Stage 4 by pupils in academies 2011 (DfE, 2012d).
Results in 2011 for pupils in sponsored academies were broadly the
same as in a group of similar, statistically matched, schools.
However, if equivalence qualifications are excluded, results in
sponsored academies were slightly lower than in a group of similar
schools. The clearest improvement in performance can be seen in a
small group of 33 sponsored academies open for at least five years.
Between 2006 and 2011, results in these academies improved at a
faster rate than those of a group of comparator schools tracked
over the same period. Attainment was higher the longer a sponsored
academy had been open (Figure 5). Pupils progress, as measured by
value added, was on average greatest for those sponsored academies
that had been open the longest. There was the positive finding too
that pupils eligible for free school meals who were in academies
that had been open the longest achieved higher results than similar
pupils in other state-funded schools. The message here is that
change takes time.
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Figure 4: Percentage of pupils in sponsored academies and in
agroup of similar schools that achieved 5+ A*C (including and
excluding equivalent qualifications and including English and
mathematics GCSE)46.0% 45.7%

35.8% 32.6%

Sponsored Academies

Similar schools Sponsored Academies Similar schools

5+ A*C GCSE (inc. equivalent qualications) including English and
Mathematics GCSE

5+ A*C GCSE (exc. equivalent qualications) including English and
Mathematics GCSE

Source: DfE Performance Tables, quoted in Attainment at Key
Stage 4 by pupils in Academies 2011 (DfE, 2012).

Figure 5: Percentage of pupils in sponsored academies that
achieved 5+ A* C (including equivalent qualifications and English
and mathematics GCSE) by Free School Meals eligibility and number
of years the school has been open as an academy

62.0 53.7 46.1 48.4 36.9 30.3 30.4 32.4 41.9 34.6 56.9 55.9

non-FSM

non-FSM

non-FSM

non-FSM

non-FSM

FSM

FSM

FSM

1

2

3

FSM

4

5

Number of years open as an Academy

All state-funded schools

Source: National Pupil Database, quoted in Attainment at Key
Stage 4 by pupils in Academies 2011 (DfE, 2012).
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non-FSM

FSM

FSM

The Commission believes that these early academies revitalised
the system, including initiating a shift in culture, and that the
debate about their impact is a healthyone

The Commission accepts the evidence of some improvements
inAcademies Mark I and II, although believes, too, that the impact
isvariable and that, in terms of qualifications, there was
considerable reliance on GCSE equivalence (Burgess and Allen,
2010). At the same time, the Commission also accepts the warning by
Curtis et al. (2008) thatacademies are in danger of being regarded
by politicians as apanacea for a broad range of educational
problems. Even with these early academies, the move to academy
status itself wasnot an automatic route to school improvement.
Hutchings et al. (2012) conclude that many sponsored academies did
not have effective school improvement strategies between 2008 and
2011. Her research indicates that the only sponsored academies that
improved more than non-academies in the same quintiles of
attainment were those that had already benefited from City
Challenge improvement strategies. The Commission believes that
these early academies revitalised the system, including initiating
a shift in culture, and that the debate about their impact is a
healthy one. Some of them showed just how much could be achieved
with high aspirations, determination that young people would
achieve well, and a rigorous and consistent approach to school
improvement. They raised expectations locally and stimulated
competition that led to better outcomes for pupils in the area.
Academies Mark III (see Figure 3) were introduced after the 2010
general election. At this point, academy status was opened to all
schools that Ofsted had judged to be outstanding, and to some
judged to be performing well, on a single vote by the governing
body. Because such schools typically contain lower proportions of
disadvantaged pupils (Francis, 2011), academies now have
significantly lower percentages of pupils eligible for free school
meals (FSM) and significantly better attainment at GCSE level.
There are, therefore, problems in looking to the academy programme
before 2010 to learn lessons for the future. Machin, in particular,
has openly criticised the way his work has been used to validate
the current academies programme. Machin (2012) warns that: it may
be, in due course, that these new academies do deliver performance
improvements. But we know nothing of this yet, and translating the
evidence from the old programme over to the new, without
appropriate reservations about whether the findings can be
generalised, is,at the moment, a step too far.

The new context and Academies Mark IIISeveral different types of
academies now cluster under the MarkIIIumbrella: a. sponsored
academies that follow a model somewhere between Mark I and Mark II.
Funding agreement requirements have been relaxed. As explained in
Chapter 4, one of the first acts of the new Coalition government
was to restore autonomy and freedoms for academies that it
considered had been eroded since 2007. It removed requirements,
which it described as having been shoe-horned into the model
academy funding agreement,
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b. c.

d.

e. f.

g.

including unnecessary central prescription about curriculum and
qualifications, target-setting and the production of rigid plans
(DfE, 2010). free standing converter academies that are either
outstanding or performing well schools that have converted to
academy status and joined a chain of schools either because the DfE
has used this route to avoid the protracted process for closing and
opening a school, or because a school has jumped into the arms of a
sponsored chain before being pushed, or because of a wish to work
with other schools through association with a particular chain.
schools that have converted to academy status but, as part of the
conversion process, are required to work with or be supported by
another school because they are not performing sufficiently well on
their own schools that have converted as a federation and form
amulti-academy trust schools that have converted, either
individually or as a group, and join an umbrella trust, typically a
faith grouping, where schools have an individual funding agreement
with the Secretary of State but one, or more, of their trustees is
nominated by acentral charitable body, such as a diocese schools
that have converted to academy status individually but have agreed
to work with others in a soft partnership orcollaboration.

As at November 2012, there were 536 sponsored academies.
Thesewere academies set up pre- and post-2012 that had been
targeted as needing improvement and were being sponsored by another
school, individual or organisation, with the agreement to do so set
out in a funding agreement with the DfE. The Commission heard from
a number of schools, many of which (but not all) had below-average
attainment levels, who felt forced by the DfE into becoming a
sponsored academy. Nevertheless, the rationale for becoming a
sponsored academy remains transformational improvement. A key
concern of the Commission about sponsored Academies Mark III is
that the centralised process for selecting sponsors and driving
change is no longer rigorous. The Commission heard much critical
evidence. This lack of focus is exemplified by the beauty parades
which currently allow weak schools to choose their own partners as
sponsors, although the Secretary of State retains the right to make
the final decision, as he did in the case of Downhills Primary
School in the London Borough ofHaringey. This is explored more
fully in Chapter 7. At the same date in November 2012, there were
1920 converter academies. These schools already have above-average
results and, in the secondary sector, score higher on the EBacc
measure than other schools. In 2011, 77.1% of their pupils achieved
5+ A* C GCSE, including English and mathematics, compared to 58.2%
pupils across all state-funded schools (DfE, 2012a).They have fewer
pupils eligible for free school meals and fewer Black and minority
ethnic pupils than the national average. The governments message to
these schools is not one of transformational improvement. Instead,
they are asked to keep doing
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what they were doing, including improving, and they enjoy
greater freedom and resources as independent academies. As Francis
(2012) suggests, the risk of complacency slowing improvement is
stark, particularly now that Ofsted no longer has a statutory duty
to undertake routine inspection of outstanding schools. To be fair,
the government expected converter academies to play a key role in
supporting other schools, even acting as sponsors themselves; this
is set out as a clear expectation by the DfE, and commitments to
such activities have to be specified by schools in their
applications for academy conversion. The evidence before the
Commission suggests relatively few have taken on the supportive
roles expected. Some schools told the Commission that the pressure
in terms of public accountability to achieve good results and good
judgements from Ofsted prevented them from taking on the
accountability and responsibilities associated with sponsorship. A
number of converter academies reported keen local competition from
other schools and indicated that they did not want collaboration
with and support for other schools to divert them from individual
success. The headteacher of a highly successful school in an Outer
London Borough told a Commissioner that he saw his main competition
as coming from independent schools in the area and that this
stopped him from spending time supporting other schools. The
Commission saw positive indications of support and greater
collaboration emerging from a number of converter models:

schools converting in groups and supporting each other
through

soft, but still useful, school improvement partnerships some
schools converting as part of an umbrella trust, such as faith
schools in a diocese. Each academy retains its independence but
schools share common values and there is potential for
collaborative activity some converters converting as part of a hard
federation, amultiacademy trust, such as a secondary school and
some of its primary schools the emergence of more school-led
chains. The government is now strongly encouraging high-performing
schools to become sponsors. 74 converter academies, or 3.85% of the
1,920 converter total, are now acting in this way and we are seeing
thegrowth of new school-led chains such as the Park Federation or
Altrincham Grammar School for Girls primary schools converting as a
cluster to support one another.

The learning from Academies Mark I and II is that to engender
real change the move to academy status has to be supported by a
rigorous and coherent approach to school improvement. The converter
academies from Academies Mark III have huge potential to be at the
vanguard of aschoolled model of school improvement and more
incentives need to be found to encourage this. The Commission heard
evidence that the headteachers of converter academies prized their
autonomy and independence. However, as the OECD (Pont et al., 2008)
suggests, at least two conditions are necessary for autonomy to
result in beneficial impact: leaders must be focused on
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education and learning and adequate professional support is
needed, including effective training and development. Each
converter academy needs to articulate and implement an approach to
school improvementthat will ensure school capacity improves and
pupils progress is accelerated. Case study: The Park FederationA
primary multi-academy trust and a school led chain In 2009, the
head of Cranford Park Primary school, a large and ethnically
diverse primary school in the London Borough of Hillingdon, was
asked by the local authority to start supporting another nearby
large primary school that had been given a notice to improve by
Ofsted. Along with other leaders and staff at the school, the head,
Martin Young, a National Leader of Education, worked with teachers
at Wood End Park to introduce the systems and approaches that had
made Cranford Park a very successful school. In November 2009, the
governors of both schools agreed that the schools should become
part of a single federation, with the head of Cranford Park
becoming the Executive Head with overall responsibility for 1,500
pupils and more than 200 staff. By summer 2010, Cranford Park had
been assessed by Ofsted as outstanding and Wood End Park was
improving fast and no longer classified as inadequate. Later that
autumn, the federation started to provide support through a
partnership agreement with a primary school in Slough (30 minutes
down the road from Hillingdon) that had been placed in special
measures. In 2012, the governors and leaders of the federation
carefully weighed the pros and cons of moving to academy status
and, in September 2012, it became a multi-academy trust known as
the Park Foundation. The school in Slough, James Elliman, has also
come out of special measures and is expected to join the academy
trust early in 2013. The governors of the trust see the scope for
expansion of the federation but are careful to apply due diligence
before taking on each school improvement assignment.

Looking forwardIn an increasingly academised system, the
Commission believes greater attention should be paid to identifying
the distinct system features or properties of school improvement.
Levin (2012) argues that the most successful countries give more
attention to system properties than they do to autonomy for
individual schools. As Glatters evidence (2012) to the Commission
suggests, autonomy needs to be set within a clear framework and a
strong infrastructure of support if school improvement is to be
accelerated (see also Hutchings et al., 2012). The Commission
considers academisation should be used to inject new energy into
school improvement to effect more fundamental change across the
whole system. It therefore makes six recommendations that should
lead to accelerated and sustainable improvement in an increasingly
academised system:

Build a more powerful national vision for change. Strengthen
professional ownership of accountability. Make school review in
academies more open and inclusiveofparents and the local community.
Capture the power of collaboration for system change. Support
schools in taking responsibility for whole-systemimprovement.
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Use Ofsted to support a school-led, collaborative
approachtosystemic improvement. These recommendations are discussed
below.

Two pupils in every ten still leave primary schools without the
literacy skills they will need to thrive in secondary schools

Recommendation: Build a more powerful national vision
forchangeThe academies programme originates in the goal of
transforming the lives of children and young people who are growing
up in the poorest parts of the country. A number of academies are
succeeding in doing this but not in sufficient numbers to ensure
all pupils get a good deal from the education system in England.
David Albury, the Director of the Innovation Unit and Design and
Development Director for the Global Education Leaders Program, told
the Commission:International evidence and experience of innovation,
reform and transformation in education and in other state sectors
demonstrate the importance of establishing and widely communicating
a powerful and compelling case for change.

Such a case for change should be rooted in an analysis of
evidence but also in how the current education system continues to
fail many young people. Two pupils in every ten still leave primary
schools without the literacy skills they will need to thrive in
secondary schools let alone beyond. The gap between poor and rich
children remains shockingly inequitable with just 34.6% of young
people eligible for free school meals achieving five GCSEs at A* C,
including English and mathematics, compared to 62% of those from
wealthier backgrounds (DfE, 2012n). The Secretary of State should
set the case for change within a vision oftheknowledge, skills and
dispositions young people will need for lifeand work in the
twenty-first century. A vision of such learning might be rooted in
goals such as:

developing the skills and motivation for genuine lifelong

learning, ready access to knowledge and resources anywhere
andanytime (Cisco Systems, Inc., 2010) collaborative as well as
competitive working use of new technologies to increase
possibilities for learning outside classroom settings
performance-based assessment. It would then be left to schools to
use their freedom to create learning experiences locally that
engage and educate all their pupils.

Recommendation: Strengthen professional ownership
ofaccountabilityThe autonomy of English schools is not matched by
that of many other countries, but schools in England also work
within a strong framework of accountability that has been in place
for over 20 years. The three core elements of national tests and
examination results, published
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performance tables and school inspection give parents
information that enables them to make informed decisions about
schools. The Commission heard considerable evidence that the
current accountability framework inhibits change and innovation.
Nevertheless, the Commission is aware ofthe strong support from
many parents for all three elements of it. The national framework
is a model based on performance and productivity, with
accountability mainly to central government and the market. If a
self-improving system is to work in support of independent state
schools, a greater focus is needed on the moral and professional
accountabilities of staff because these offer more leverage for
change andinnovation. The Commission recognises the strong
correlation between where aneducation system sits on the
improvement continuum and the level of prescription. Systems at the
poor end exercise tight control while good systems, as Mourshed et
al. (2010) point out, provide only loose, central guidelines for
teaching and learning processes, in order to encourage peer-led
creativity and innovation inside schools, the core driver for
raising performance at this stage. Such systems, to use Joel Kleins
phrase, prescribe adequacy but unleash greatness (cited in Barber
et al., 2010). Our centralised national accountability framework
provides control; some would say it prescribes a basic adequacy. To
achieve transformational improvement, however, schools need to be
encouraged to move beyond these constraints. At school level,
individual teachers moral and professional accountabilities are
inextricably linked and felt most strongly in relation to the
pupils they teach (Gilbert, 2012). Good school leaders build on
this so that these feelings become collective and an integral part
of the thinking and practice of the school. In these schools,
teachers see themselves as responsible for the quality of their
teaching and its impact on pupils learning. They see learning from
each other as a routine part of their work. They welcome
opportunities to plan and work collaboratively to develop knowledge
and skills. The Commission recommends that a culture of classroom
observation, learning and development should be better supported in
an increasingly academised system. It is the most effective form of
professional development and the Commission urges teacher
associations and unions to support it more actively. Better
supported practice, related professional development and, in
particular, peer learning, require resourcing. If deeply embedded
practice is to change, time has to be found for teachers to work
together, to reflect on the detail of their teaching and its impact
on pupils learning. This is, of course, separate from the schools
formal performance management processes, although it may feed into
them. A number of academies explained to the Commission creative
ways in which they had built time into the school week and, indeed,
the school year, for reflection anddevelopment. The Commission
received submissions emphasising the importance of using evidence
to strengthen professional accountability and development. For
example, the Education Endowment Foundations submission referenced
three recent reports indicating that the pupil premium may not be
being spent in ways that will maximise its impact on attainment. As
this is a key lever being funded by the Coalition
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government to raise the attainment of disadvantaged pupils and,
by extension, to narrow the attainment gap between rich and poor,
the importance of using the evidence in the reports as a
professional tool for accelerating improvement is clear. A number
of academies, such as the Lampton School in Hounslow, presented
evidence about the value of linking current research to classroom
practice. In a fully academised system, organisations such as the
Education Endowment Fund (EEF) are likely to fulfil an ever more
valuable role, not only in reporting what works but also in
building up the skills of teachers themselves in research and
evaluation through funded projects. The Sutton Trust/EEF Teaching
and Learning Toolkit (Higgins et al., 2012)is an excellent example
of an accessible compendium of well researched practical strategies
that schools can undertake at relatively lowcost and be assured of
high impact.

Too many witnesses provided evidence of some academies
insufficient responsiveness toparents and the local community

Recommendation: Make school review more open and inclusive,
particularly of parents and the local communityThe best academies
know themselves well. In some federations and chains, the
Commission saw impressive examples of sophisticated monitoring and
evaluation that were central to school improvement strategies.
However, rigorous self-evaluation demands the engagement of key
stakeholders. This sort of challenge is particularly important in a
system of autonomous and independent academies. Too many witnesses
provided evidence of some academies insufficient responsiveness to
parents and the local community. Schools that take professional
learning seriously understand their accountabilities to parents and
their communities. They find ways of engaging all parents
effectively and use such processes to support school improvement.
The Commission recommends that school review and self-evaluation
are given a higher profile in an increasingly academised system.
The views of pupils, parents and the community should inform
thinking and influence planning and action for improvement.
Accountability is discussed further in chapters 6 and 7. If
stakeholders are to be involved in an individual schools
selfevaluation and improvement planning, clearer data to support
this are necessary. The Commission endorses the need for the DfE to
produce a clear and simple performance profile for each school,
focused on key data. This has already been suggested by a group of
headteachers involved in the Fellowship Commission on good
governance (National College, 2012). Adata dashboard produced by
the DfE for each school would support not only parents
understanding but also collaborative work across schools, most
particularly peer review. The Commission was attracted by some
aspects of the model offered by New Yorks progress reports.1 These
offer a simple evaluative report for parents and the wider
community: a report presents a picture of a schools performance
relative to that of other schools but also highlights progress, and
feedback from students, parents and staff.

1.
http://schools.nyc.gov/Accountability/tools/report/FindAProgressReport/default.htm
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Federations and some academy chains provide a ready base for
professional collaboration and lateral accountability and the
Commission saw many examples where this was well supported through
governance and the work of the executive leadership. In every
successful example, the CEO or executive headteacher retained a
strong personal focus on the development of teaching and its impact
on learning

Recommendation: Capture the power of collaboration forsystem
changeAutonomy and independence are fundamental elements of
academisation but they should not mean isolation. Academies need to
learn from each other if improvement is to be as strong as it needs
to be. This is particularly important since education, like
medicine, requires high knowledge and high professional skills. The
focus on skills-based practice is central to effective
school-to-school collaboration and development.Sponsored chains and
federations

The Commission took evidence from a number of chains and
federations, and was persuaded that many of them, although far from
all, make an important difference to the quality of education. When
working well, asHill et als research (2012) shows, they have an
impact on the quality ofeducation and raise standards for young
people by:

establishing consistent models of best practice for school

management ensuring effective challenge and support for school
improvement, including peer-to-peer collaboration across thegroup
using rigorous performance management and consistent quality
assurance processes across the chain providing opportunities for
economies of scale using focused and high-quality governance to
support improvement.

Hill et als research findings mirror those of the National
Colleges study (Chapman et al., 2011) of the impact of federations
on outcomes for pupils. The study identified four key factors
associated with the improved performance of federations:

purposeful leadership increased collaboration improved
efficiency high-quality continuing professional development
(CPD).

Several chief executives from academy chains told the Commission
that their ability to get things done was stronger than that of
Directors in local authorities as the managerial line was much
clearer. They could get things done more quickly and were able to
tackle weaknesses more directly. The 2012 Annual Report of Her
Majestys Chief Inspector of Education, Childrens Services and
Skills (Ofsted, 2012 a) reports that academies in chains perform
better than standalone, sponsored academies in terms of inspection
judgements: Of the 204 inspected, 25% of those in chains were
judged to be outstanding by end of August 2012, compared with 8%
not in chains. The best are intolerant of failure and impatient
forsuccess. Federations and some academy chains provide a ready
base for professional collaboration and lateral accountability and
the Commission saw many examples where this was well supported
through governance and the work of the executive leadership. In
every successful example,
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the CEO or executive headteacher retained a strong personal
focus on the development of teaching and its impact on learning. In
the Cabot Learning Federation, for example, the Executive Principal
commits an impressively large proportion of his time to lesson
observation. He manages to see between eight and ten lessons a
week, approximating to100 each term. The Commission received
evidence suggesting a degree of caution from some of the most
successful chains in not increasing their numbers of academies too
quickly. Commissioners were persuaded by the argument that it was
wise to expand slowly so this did not divert attention from
supporting some of their current schools where improvement wasstill
very fragile. The Commission was unconvinced that some chains could
meet the responsibilities they had been given. They seemed to lack
an agreed approach to school improvement and, in particular,
understanding about how they could improve teaching and learning
across the academies in their groups. The Commission also heard
complaints about the centre from some of the academies in these
chains in ways that schools might previously have complained about
local authorities. Given the growing number of academies within
some of the chains, the DfE should pick up performance issues
urgently and act swiftly to tackle emerging problems. We argue
later, in Chapter 5, that local authorities should stop providing
school improvement services but continue to have a key role as
champions for children. This role might involve light-touch
monitoring, scrutiny of provision and reporting locally and to the
DfE.Collaborating across schools

System leadership encompasses a range of different collaborative
activities across schools. The Commission heard evidence from a
number of school leaders who saw system leadership as an essential
part of their role and central to their professionalism. In a
system grounded in autonomy and independence, lateral collaboration
would build individual and collective capacity to sustain a
self-improving system. From the evidence presented to them, the
commissioners were convinced that this system has the potential for
pushing the boundaries of good and outstanding practice much more
so than the centralised model ofaccountability. Commissioners are
aware of the increasing numbers of system leaders giving focused
school-to-school support in the roles of National Leaders of
Education (NLEs), Local Leaders of Education (LLEs) and, more
recently, Specialist Leaders of Education (SLEs) and National
Leaders ofGovernance (NLGs). Even when giving intensive support to
a school indifficulties, NLEs and LLEs report reciprocal benefits
for the work of their own schools. Teaching Schools are a positive
force for collaborative work across autonomous and independent
schools. These schools, which should increase to 500 by 2014/15,
all have a record of developing teachers. They have taken on
greater responsibility for nurturing new teachers, leaders and
other colleagues, in alliance with other schools. The Commission
saw evidence of Teaching Schools using their networks to support
schools facing challenging circumstances and contribute to
professional
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development, in some cases generating innovative practice. All
the Teaching Schools who presented evidence saw professional
development and schoolimprovement as inextricably linked. Several
leaders presenting evidence to the Commission emphasised the need
for professional collaboration to go beyond just the leadership of
the individual academy. It was clear that many of the leaders had
not only extended the base of their moral and professional
accountabilities, but many of the staff in their schools had done
so too. In doing this, they could point to their impact on
improving schools across the system. The Commission believes that a
more systematic approach to communicating emerging and successful
collaborative practice is needed. For example, some chains of
academies are working innovatively across their groups and in ways
that add value to each individual academy and, most particularly,
to the learning of individual pupils. Capturing this knowledge more
quickly and systematically would be of benefit to the development
of school-led and sustainable improvement. Many academies told the
Commission that if practice is to be informed by the best knowledge
and understanding, lateral interaction is essential. Identifying
and communicating practice, even if just at the level of
signposting, would also be of particular value to primary schools
who, to date, are not as involved in collaborative activity as
secondary schools. Proposals to establish an independent Royal
College of Teaching, led and managed by the profession, suggest
this might help in promoting teachers professional development, in
aligning practice and research and in providing evidence to inform
policy and classroom practice (Exley,2012b).Primary schools

Mass academisation in the primary sector is by no means a done
deal. While the numbers of primary academies continue to rise, the
Commission found far less appetite among primary schools for
academy status. Numbers stand at 864 in November 2012, representing
5% of all primary schools (NAO, 2012). The optimism which emerged
in evidence from both the Minister and DfE officials who gave
evidence to the Commission might be misplaced without the
introduction of much stronger, more radical initiatives to drive
forward academisation in thissector. In primary schools, the
financial attraction of academy status is not the driver it has
been in the secondary sector. In addition, more primary schools
than secondary schools appear to have better relationships with
their local authorities; they also appreciate the services offered
by economies of scale. Some primary school headteachers emphasised
the role of their local authority as backstop someone who is always
there in case of an emergency. Primary headteachers value the
collaboration with other primaries which many local authorities are
seen as facilitating. Even for those who saw many positive aspects
of academy status, the disadvantages seemed off-putting. One
primary academy headteacher, however, told the Commission that her
school budget had risen significantly and her work had reduced as
she no longer had to respond to local authority requirements. In
some recognition of this, the government has put in place a small
financial incentive, in the form of a one-off grant, for primary
schools to cluster into academy trusts, and it may be that, asearly
modelsdevelop, this proves a more attractive model over time.
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The Commission heard evidence from headteachers of primary
academies who relish their academy status. They told the Commission
that they appreciate both their independence from the local
authority and the innovative practice that their new status had
enabled. These headteachers recognised that there is currently
little interest in academy status across the sector more broadly
but they believed this would change as awareness and confidence
developed. Primary headteachers told the Commission that although
some schools had moved to become academies ahead of the game,
others were waiting to see what the government would do nextto
encourage greater interest.Underachievement

The key factor holding back Englands achievement of world-class
statusin education is the substantial underachievement of a quarter
of its pupils. Research evidence shows clearly that this
underachievement maps closely on to social inequality, and that our
education system does not close the achievement gaps between rich
and poor (Lupton, 2011; Francis, 2011; Clifton and Cook, 2012). In
the UK, disadvantaged children are behind on entry to the school
system and do not catch up by 11. If pupils leave primary school
with an inadequate grasp of literacy and number, they are likely to
be already disengaged from education, besides facing a greater
challenge to catch up in secondary schools. It is therefore in
primary schools that this challenge needs to be particularly
tackled. While large numbers of primary schools provide outstanding
education and astrong foundation for pupils later learning, many
others fail to do so. It is also the case that ...the biggest
challenge facing the school system in the next decade is how to
cope with an increase of around 700,000 extra pupils in the primary
sector between 2011 and 2020 (Howson, written evidence). Securing
better quality provision in primary schools is,therefore, an urgent
priority for the government. The Commission recommends that the
federation of primary schools be encouraged without an immediate
emphasis on academy status. This should not be simply about
federating to secure economies of scale in purchasing, but should
be based on principles of professional collaboration for
school-to-school improvement and for better development of
practice. In particular, struggling primaries should join
federations with outstanding schools for the purposes of school
improvement. The Commission challenges local authorities as well as
the government to take the initiative in driving this forward
immediately. Some local authorities are already working
productively to secure school-to-school improvement across their
local primary schools. However, others are more complacent and some
are incapacitated by political in-fighting. This is unacceptable,
given the moral imperative for action. Aswas pointed out in
evidence from the DfE, it is perfectly possible for local
authorities to be more demanding than central government concerning
acceptable floor targets and the quality of provision. If the
government wishes to drive forward academisation in the primary
sector it will need to be mindful of the follo
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