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1
W H AT I S AN ACADE M Y ?
Introduction
The Coalition Government, on its formation, signalled its intention to ‘break open the state
monopoly’ of schools and ‘tackle educational inequality’ by the introduction of a new system of
academies. Michael Gove, the Secretary of State for Education, in his letter to schools of 26
May 2010, explained that the Government’s reforms were designed to reduce bureaucracy,
allow teachers greater control over the curriculum and behaviour and provide schools with the
opportunity to seek academy status and enjoy the associated freedoms.
On 16 May 2010, the Academies Bill had its first reading in the House of Lords. On 27 July
2010 the Bill was approved in the House of Commons and the following day it received Royal
Assent to become the Academies Act 2010 (‘the 2010 Act’).
Academies, under the 2010 Act, are publicly funded schools which operate outside local
authority control. They are described by the Coalition Government as ‘independent statefunded schools’. Academies will have more freedom than other state schools over matters such
as the curriculum, its teachers’ terms of employment and its finances.
Michael Gove has identified autonomy as being the key point of success for the new
academies programme, stating that it is ‘absolutely clear that academies…succeed because of their
autonomy. Heads are given the freedom to shape their own curriculum; they are at liberty to insist on tougher
discipline, pay staff more, extend school hours, and develop a personal approach to every pupil’.
Since its formation, the Coalition Government has encouraged as many schools as possible
to convert to academy status. In the programme’s early stages, only schools with an ‘outstanding’
or ‘good with outstanding features’ Ofsted report could apply to convert; however, the programme
has since been extended so that any school can apply.
At the time of writing, in excess of 1,500 schools in England are academies with many more
engaged in the conversion process.

Old Academies
The Labour Government that preceded the Coalition Government launched its own academy
programme in March 2000. These old style academies were established under the Education
Act 1996.
Whilst the legal structure of old style academies was similar to that of academies
established under the 2010 Act, the intention behind old style academies was to replace existing
underperforming schools and to create new schools where there was demand for school places.
Many old style academies were established with state of the art buildings and operated on the
basis that children would be more engaged in a transformed environment.
Old style academies, whilst established and operated by a not for profit charitable trust, were
initially required to have a sponsor willing to contribute financially to its establishment and
development. The sponsor contributed 10 per cent of capital funding (up to £2 million) and,
as a result, was permitted to appoint a new management team, i.e. a new head teacher, senior
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staff and governing body. It was intended that, under a sponsor, formerly failing schools would
be turned around through a combination of autonomy and robust governance.
The Coalition Government has continued with this policy of having sponsors support
failing schools in conjunction with its new academies programme.

Key Features of Academies
As explained further later in this book, an academy is operated by an academy trust. The academy
trust is established as a company limited by guarantee with charitable purposes (although it is
exempt from the requirement to register with the Charity Commission).
The key feature of an academy trust is its autonomy. This autonomy extends to an academy’s
finances, day to day operation (for example its freedom to buy in services) and its teaching.
Indeed, autonomy and its associated freedoms are cited as being the main reason for schools
converting to become academies.
As noted, this autonomy extends to a number of areas, including:
• Curriculum: The Academies Act 2010 permits academies to deviate from the National
Curriculum provided that their curriculum remains ‘balanced and broadly based’.
• Funding: Perhaps the main reason why schools choose to convert to an academy is a belief
that they will receive additional funding. An academy enjoys full financial responsibility
and furthermore it will receive the Local Authority Central Spend Equivalent Grant that
would otherwise be retained by the local authority to cover the central services it provides
to maintained schools (known as ‘top slicing’).
• Pay and conditions: The TUPE (Transfer of Undertakings (Protection of Employment)
Regulations 2006)
implications of altering the pay and conditions of staff are discussed later in this book;
however, the conversion to academy status does allow academies the freedom to incentivise
/ reward staff for improved performance. Whilst figures show that over half of the schools
that have converted have not altered pay and conditions, this additional freedom is seen as
a means by which standards can be improved.
• Admissions: Whilst an academy is still required to follow the Schools Admissions Code, it
can determine its own admissions criteria. This was formerly the role of the local authority.
• School day and year: An academy can alter the length of its school day and term times. The
extent to which this actually happens remains to be seen.
Whilst the Coalition’s new academies programme is, at the time of writing, still in its infancy,
figures show that an overwhelming majority of school leaders in academies would recommend
academy status to other school leaders. Less than two per cent would not recommend becoming
an academy.
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