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Introduction

The Specialist Schools and Academies Trust (SSAT) is probably the most
powerful body in British schools today. As local authorities are
progressively stripped of their strategic role in education, this charitable
trust assumes a growing proportion of their responsibilities. 

Each year it gets to look more and more like a quango, both an agent
and an initiator of government policy. But because its formal status is that
of an independent charitable trust, it sometimes seems to be immune from
the sort of scrutiny that we expect with an organisation which is mostly
taxpayer-funded. This pamphlet is designed to provide that scrutiny.

I wrote most of it in the first six months of 2007. Publication was
delayed until the end of the year – and then Sir Cyril Taylor was ousted as
SSAT chairman, which delayed publication once again while I did the
necessary updating and some rethinking. 

Sir Cyril’s departure is, at least potentially, a very significant moment. In
the pamphlet as I wrote it in early 2007, I predicted that “Sir Cyril’s
personal influence will begin to wane” under Gordon Brown, and that “one
day the SSAT will have to get on without its founder,” though I did not
expect his departure to happen so fast and so dramatically. 



It may mean that the philosophy which has stifled secondary education
for 20 years has been significantly weakened with the departure of its
second most influential advocate after Lord Andrew Adonis. If so, we may
be able to look to a very different and much better future, and the SSAT
may become a very different body. 

I want to thank the trade union UNISON, without whose help in every
way this booklet would never have been written or published; and also the
Anti Academies Alliance, who are publishing it.

The list of those whose knowledge and wisdom have helped guide me is
a long one, and I will not name them all here. But I would like to mention
Christine Lewis and Christina McAnea at Unison; John Bangs and his
colleagues at the National Union of Teachers; Alasdair Smith, Secretary of
the Anti Academies Alliance; local anti-academy campaigners Ken Muller,
Nick Grant and Hank Roberts; Margaret Tulloch of Comprehensive Future;
Fiona Millar and David Chaytor MP. 

I would also like to thank Michael Turner, head of communications at
the SSAT, for the courteous and professional way he helps me, despite
knowing that I am unlikely to be sympathetic to his organisation; Sir Cyril
Taylor, who gave me a helpful interview while still chairman; and other
SSAT staff who I know would prefer not to be identified by name.

Francis Beckett
January 2008
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Chapter One:
The First Two
Incarnations

The story of what we now know as the Specialist Schools and Academies
Trust begins in 1987, when the City Technology Colleges Trust was set up
by Conservative Education Secretary Kenneth Baker to run the City
Technology Colleges (CTC) programme. He appointed as chairman Mr
(now Sir) Cyril Taylor. Baker also appointed Taylor as his adviser; and
Taylor has been an adviser to every subsequent Education Secretary – until
the summer of 2007, when Ed Balls quietly declined to appoint him, and a
few months later he was dismissed from the chair of the Trust he founded,
and ran as something of a personal fiefdom for two decades.

He has survived 20 years and a change of government. Every education
secretary from Kenneth Baker in 1987 to Alan Johnson in 2007 listened
closely to his advice and, by and large, followed it. So did three Prime
Ministers, Margaret Thatcher, John Major and Tony Blair. In those years
his power grew steadily.

Like him or loathe him, Taylor is a remarkable man. 
Born in Yorkshire in 1935, as a small child he lived with his mother in

the Congo (his father died before he was born) and says he spoke no
English, only Kiluba, until he was six and returned to England.



He seems to have learned his politics at the feet of one of those
charismatic but reactionary history teachers who flourished in grammar
and public schools during in the forties and fifties, trailing chalky academic
gowns and trading bon mots: Thomas Kingston Derry, who believed in the
historic mission of the British Empire and showed his pupils maps of the
world with most of the land coloured red. Derry taught Taylor at St
Marylebone Grammar School in London, and, says Taylor, was “probably
the greatest influence on my life”. 

After a history degree at Cambridge he went to Harvard Business
School. In the mid-fifties, if you wanted business training and an MBA, you

went to the USA – the first British MBA
was not awarded until 1964 – and
preferably to Harvard Business School, if
you could afford it and were clever
enough. Taylor was one of the few to get a
scholarship.

There, he told journalist Peter Wilby,
he learned to work hard. “One of the
purposes of education, I believe, is to teach
work habits – doing your homework,
doing things on time.” He also practised
being an entrepreneur. He and two others
got the exclusive right to sell and deliver

newspapers on campus. Each of the three made $8,000 in clear profit,
which would be $54,000, or £29,000, in today’s money.

Then he joined the marketing department of Procter and Gamble in
Cincinnati, where his portfolio included Gleam toothpaste, Prell shampoo
and Lilt haircare. “I had to work even harder. I had to rewrite my first
memos 10 or 20 times. Every Friday afternoon, I had to write out my key
projects for the following week. I learned to prioritise.” He soon left to
found his own business, the American Institute of Foreign Study, to which
he still devotes half his time. Despite its name, it is a commercial, profit-
making venture, and the foundation of his considerable wealth.

Once he became a rich man, he entered politics. He was twice a
Conservative candidate for Parliament, and a Greater London Councillor
from 1977 until Thatcher abolished the GLC in 1986. This brought him into
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“Cyril Taylor has
been selling this
essentially daft idea
of specialist schools
to secretary of state
after secretary of
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Smithers.



contact with Kenneth Baker, then the Environment Secretary, and through
him with Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher, who asked him to organise a
conference of industrialists on youth unemployment.(1)

They told the Prime Minister that schools were not teaching the skills
they required. Out of that came the idea of City Technology Colleges. Baker,
by then Education Secretary, announced in October 1986 a plan for a “pilot
network of 20 City Technology Colleges (CTCs) in urban areas” and
appealed for “potential sponsors in the business community, the churches
and existing educational trusts”. Sponsors would own their CTCs, and run
them, employing all staff. The government would pay all running costs, but
sponsors would contribute to the initial capital required to set them up. 

We now know that Kenneth Baker thought this was a terrible idea, and
it was imposed on him by the Prime Minister. Still, in the way of such
things, it was a matter of doing as he was told or resigning, and he sounded
enthusiastic. His choice as chairman of the CTC Trust, Cyril Taylor, brought
to the project the enthusiasm and skills he had acquired selling soap flakes
in the marketing department of Procter and Gamble, and honed in the
marketing of education for his own company.

The CTC Trust claimed to be “funded by a combination of government
grant, fees from affiliated schools for its services, and donations from
corporate sponsors and foundations,” but the government contribution was
far and away the lion’s share. Taylor was proving more persuasive with
politicians than with his fellow businessmen. Such corporate sponsorship
as could be obtained had to go to the CTCs themselves, and it would have
been self-defeating to charge the CTCs high affiliation fees.

This is a pattern that persists to this day. The government pays the bills,
but the Trust likes to look, as far as it can, as though it is commercially
sponsored, and does not depend on government handouts. 

The original idea was that sponsors were to put up £8 million towards
capital costs, but there were no takers. Taylor and Baker swiftly downsized
it to £2 million, with the government paying the rest of the £12 million or
so that each CTC cost. 

Sir Cyril announced he had no objection to the “monument principle” –
that sponsors could name their CTC after themselves – and several of them
did so. He also said they could decide the curriculum, explaining that “in
the CTCs they run, they can ensure that the correct skills are taught.”
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Even so, all the household name companies turned him down, despite
the personal intervention of the Prime Minister. Mrs Thatcher herself tried
(unsuccessfully) to persuade the chairman of BP to come in, and no doubt
others as well. 

The Bermuda-registered security services company ADT, however, came
into the programme with enthusiasm. It sponsored an academy in
Wandsworth, south London, and a grateful Sir Cyril agreed a cut rate of £1
million. ADT chairman Michael Ashcroft, a controversial businessman who
became Conservative Party treasurer, wrote to Wandsworth council leader
Sir Paul Beresford in January 1990 to suggest how the two of them might
use the CTC to the benefit of the local Conservative Party.

In Lewisham, South London, the sponsor, the Haberdashers Company,
did not pay up any money at all. Since it was already running a state school
on the site, it “gave” the site to the new CTC. The CTC Trust promptly
announced that the value of this site was in the region of £2 million. 

But Taylor found that there were worse things in the world than a
sponsor who did not pay up. There was the Brighton property speculator
Ivor Revere, who suggested a CTC on the site of a former Catholic school
which the Church was selling. He would provide £1 million and raise
£800,000 from other sponsors. Taylor, naturally, was delighted. He was
less delighted when Mr Revere was shown to have taken £2.5 million from
the government to buy the site, and bought it for £2.3 million. An
embarrassed CTC Trust eventually retrieved the £200,000 difference from
Mr Revere’s company. 

Worse was to follow. It turned out that the Catholic Church did not
approve of CTCs, and had thought Mr Revere was buying the site for
housing. Mr Revere withdrew, and the CTC was never created.

This left Taylor with the awkward task of explaining to the Secretary of
State why the taxpayer had paid out more than £2 million for a site which
was still unused four years later, and had already cost another £200,000 in
bills to Group Four security to look after it; and why it was now on the
market for £800,000 less than the government had paid for it.(2)

But Taylor is up to explaining that sort of thing to politicians. If civil
servants or a local authority had lost that sort of money, politicians would
be full of self-righteous fury. But when the CTC Trust loses it, it seems to be
OK. 
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Labour’s then education spokesman Jack Straw told the House of
Commons: “No programme has been such a comprehensive and expensive
failure… [It] is wasteful and wrong, so why does he [the education
secretary] not scrap it altogether and immediately save £120 million,
which could be spent on a crash programme of repairs and improvements,
as we have demanded?” He was horrified that the government was
spending many times as much money on each CTC pupil as on state school
pupils.

In July 1990 Mr Straw pointed out that only a fraction of the private
sector money which had been promised had actually been delivered. 

In April 1991 the fifteenth and last CTC was authorised, in Kingswood,
Bristol. Cyril Taylor does not dwell on defeats. He has never once, in the
sixteen years that have elapsed since then, said that CTCs did not succeed. 

Today he claims that there was no problem with private sector money; it
was just that, for some reason beyond his comprehension, the government
abandoned the scheme.(3)

And it is truly remarkable that most people did not even notice the
failure had occurred. The experiment was closed down with such skill that
it looked like another success for the remarkable Sir Cyril Taylor, as he had
by then become, knighted for “services to education”.

Here’s how the retreat was organised. A new Education Secretary,
Kenneth Clarke, provided covering fire: “…one of the most successful
features of the government’s educational and inner cities policies…
outstanding new colleges… resounding success…” Meanwhile Sir Cyril was
talking about something completely different and much more modest, and
making it sound as though it was the development of CTCs, only made
possible because of the success of the CTCs.

These were to be called “Technology Colleges” and businesses could pick
them up for the bargain basement price of £50,000 (instead of £2 million).
In return, instead of complete control, the sponsor got four seats on a 16-
strong governing body. 

The “monument principle” was abandoned. £50,000 was not enough to
buy the right to call your school The Fred Bloggins College. The colleges
would concentrate on science, mathematics and technology. Local
authorities could be sponsors.

But even at this drastically reduced price, businesses were not rushing to
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hand cheques to Sir Cyril. Far and away the biggest sponsor was The
Garfield Weston Foundation, founded in 1958 and describing itself as “a
general grant-giving charity endowed by the late W. Garfield Weston and
members of his family”. Money from such bodies is included in the sums
Sir Cyril boasts of having raised, even though it is already in a charitable
trust, designed for charitable purposes.

The technology colleges scheme was for existing schools, and only grant
maintained and voluntary aided schools could benefit from extra funding in
this way – no bog-standard comprehensives need apply.

It was probably the lowest ebb in the Trust’s fortunes. Its one big
initiative had failed. It had saved its face, but not much else. It was a
situation demanding all Sir Cyril’s chutzpah. Fortunately, chutzpah is a
commodity of which Sir Cyril has never been short, and he was still the
confidante and adviser of a new Prime Minister, John Major, after 1990,
and, after 1992, of a new Education Secretary, John Patten.

The first 50 technology colleges were created in 1994, but it was not
until 1996 that the CTC Trust formally took on board the political fact that
there would be no more CTCs, and changed its name to the Technology
Colleges Trust. The TCT’s avowed aim was “to promote an educational
culture which is scientific and technological, vocational, and international.” 

By this time, the new name was already out of date. Specialising in
technology and technical subjects was yesterday’s mantra. Business people
were telling Sir Cyril that technology was not necessarily the skill they
wanted after all. He took in 16 language colleges in 1995 and expanded to
embrace arts and sports colleges the following year. 

In the same year that the name was changed, a new Education
Secretary, Gillian Shepherd, decided (on Sir Cyril’s advice) that any school
could apply to be a specialist school. In the space of four years Sir Cyril had
snatched victory from the jaws of defeat. Instead of being the standard-
bearer of one failed experiment with just 15 schools to its name, he headed
an organisation with great power and huge potential power over schooling
in the UK, one to which in time every school in the country might be
beholden.

For apart from the decision that any school might apply to be a specialist
school, the role of the Trust was changing fast. It had started as a link
between a few schools and business, a fundraiser, a standard-bearer for
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CTCs, and the conduit for large amounts of government money to its
chosen schools. Now it was potentially what it has since become: the most
powerful education authority in the land. Local education authorities were
in steep and terminal decline. Ministers spoke publicly of “setting schools
free” from local authorities, but privately they knew that local authorities
performed a necessary function. If schools were to be run nationally instead
of locally, the support and guidance they needed would have to come from
somewhere. Sir Cyril, potentially, could exercise all the power that had once
been split between more than 500 chief education officers.

“Cyril Taylor”, says Alan Smithers, director of the centre for education
and employment research at Buckingham University, “is a superb salesman
and has been selling this essentially daft idea of specialist schools to
secretary of state after secretary of state.”(4)

1. Peter Wilby in The Guardian, 18 July 2006.
2. House of Commons, 8 May 1990.
3. Education and Skills Committee, 23 May 2007.
4. TES, 16 February 2007.
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Two great salesmen boarded a train from London to Darlington in
December 1996, and one of them exerted all his skills on the other. By the
time they arrived, Sir Cyril Taylor had a convert in the man who was by
then almost certain to be the next Prime Minister. Tony Blair got off the
train certain that specialist schools were the answer, and Sir Cyril was the
man to deliver them.

In the same month as his momentous train journey with Sir Cyril, Blair
saw an article in the Observer headlined “Let Blair be his own education
chief”. It began: “Tony Blair should take two posts in the next Labour
government: prime minister and education secretary.” If he did not want to
take the title, Blair should at least control the policy. He could find a cipher
who would implement his policy: “Enter David Blunkett.” Blunkett was
Labour’s education spokesman. 

Blair arranged to meet the clever young journalist who wrote it –
Andrew Adonis – and asked him to be his education adviser. In
government after 1997 it was Adonis, not Education Secretary Blunkett or
his successors, who controlled education policy throughout Blair’s
Premiership, first as education adviser and then as a Minister with a seat in

Chapter Two:
How Labour
Bought The
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the House of Lords. Like Sir Cyril, he was not a natural Labour man – he
had been an active Liberal Democrat and had considered defecting to the
Conservatives. Now such thoughts were banished as he rapidly became a
trusted adviser to the future Labour Prime Minister, and joined the Labour
Party. 

Sir Cyril, too, rapidly cleaned up his political CV. It was a wrench, as he
confessed, but a man’s got to do what a man’s got to do. He resigned from
the Conservative Party. Since the Conservatives had already knighted him,
Tony Blair raised the status of the knighthood: he’s now Sir Cyril Taylor
GBE, which stands, apparently, for Knight Grand Cross in the Most
Excellent Order of the British Empire. This, I’m told, is a cut above your
common or garden knight.

Adonis and Sir Cyril got on famously, and became something of a
double act as they toured schools together, dispensing wisdom. 

By the end of 1998, Labour’s second year in government, there were 392
specialist schools. Schools were rushing to get specialist status, and Sir Cyril
had no difficulty in persuading ministers that this was entirely due to the
fact that they liked the commercial sponsorship it sometimes involved, the
idea of having a specialism, and the warmth of being a member of Sir
Cyril’s Trust. It had, of course, nothing to do with the fact that he had
persuaded ministers to treat specialist schools much more generously than
other schools. They got £100,000 extra capital (that has now gone up to
about £150,000), and an extra sum per pupil each year, currently £129, all
from the government; and they were allowed to select ten per cent of their
pupils on “aptitude” for their specialism. 

No wonder there was a rush to become specialist schools. There were
550 by the year 2000, 700 by the time of the next general election in 2001,
and 992 by the end of 2002. The SSAT put this down to the genius of Sir
Cyril and the magical effects of sponsorship, but specialist school heads I
spoke to said it had more to do with their desperate need for extra money. 

By 2002, 1500 schools were affiliated to the TCT. For schools could now
affiliate to the TCT even if they were not specialist schools, or not yet
specialist schools, on payment of an affiliation fee. There were three
reasons why they should want to. First, they would be shown how to
become specialist schools. Second, schools were in those days rather alone.
The prop of the local education authority had gone, and there was little to
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replace it. The TCT was using some of its government grant to develop
those services and guidance that LEAs once provided, and was hiring the
people who had learned the trade of providing it when they worked for
LEAs. And third, they had to find £50,000 sponsorship to become
specialist schools, and the TCT was sometimes willing to guide sponsors in
the direction of affiliated schools.

After the 2001 general election, there was another powerful incentive for
schools to affiliate to the TCT in the hope of soon becoming fully fledged
specialist schools. A new Education Secretary threw all his secondary
school eggs into Sir Cyril’s basket. Charles Clarke announced that all
schools which meet the criteria can become specialist, and introduced a
Partnership Fund to assist schools having difficulty raising the required
£50,000 sponsorship. In the year ending January 2006 the partnership
fund made grants and forward commitments of approximately £7.6m.

Now, it’s worth stopping and looking at this for a moment, and
remembering where it all started. The original idea of CTCs was that
sponsors would pay a substantial proportion of the cost. They were a means
of leveraging private sector money into state education. That was a key part
of their justification. Since business voted with its feet, and declined to put
up sizeable sums of money, the idea was scaled down. Now sponsors were
being asked for £50,000 – a drop in the ocean. Schools were spending a lot
of staff time looking for sponsors, and many of them were bringing in
professional consultants at considerable cost to make their presentations
attractive to sponsors – an uncounted cost to the Exchequer which must
run into millions. But the theory behind it was that, to become a specialist
school, you had to show that you were sufficiently attractive to the private
sector to raise £50,000.

Now the TCT was to administer, on behalf of the DfES, a so-called
Partnership Fund, designed, in its own words, “to help schools which can
demonstrate that, in spite of their determined efforts over time, they have
not be been able to raise the sponsorship necessary to apply for specialist
school status.” 

So where does the money in the Partnership Fund come from? More
than half of it comes from the government. The government matches every
pound of sponsorship money raised. Then it quietly bungs in a little extra.
In 2005-6 the government put £1.7 million into the Partnership Fund, and
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the Fund gave out £2.6 million. So out of every £10 “sponsorship” provided
by the Partnership Fund, £6.50 is government money.

There is self-delusion of almost pathological proportions going on here.
We wish to convince ourselves that generous, public-spirited businesses are
putting money into schools. So we, the taxpayers, quietly put nearly £1.7
million into a fund, then dole it out as though it came from business. We
are behaving like a lonely man who posts Valentine cards to himself.

We demand that specialist schools raise £50,000 from external
sponsors; we find that many schools cannot raise it; so we provide it. The
whole exercise seems to have lost what little point it ever had. Why can the
government not simply give that money to schools, instead of going
through this complicated and expensive charade?

Clarke also added six new specialisms: science; mathematics and
computing; business and enterprise; engineering; music; and humanities.
There was also to be a rural subject option for rural schools. In November
2002, for the first time, Clarke referred to a “specialist system” – which the
Trust, rightly, considered a landmark. The next year, the Trust caught up
with its own growing importance by making its second name change.
Henceforth it would be the Specialist Schools Trust (SST).

It was now the key player in secondary education. By the end of 2004
there were 1,955 specialist schools, which was two thirds (62 per cent) of all
secondary schools, and two million pupils attended them. And it was about
to be handed control of the one group of schools which had until then been
beyond its reach: the City Technology Colleges.

Sir Cyril had not forgotten CTCs, and throughout Labour’s first term he
and Andrew Adonis worked on a scheme which was, in every way that
mattered, exactly the same. And in 2000, David Blunkett announced the
creation of 200 city academies. The word “city” was later quietly dropped,
and they are now called academies.

Academies were to be exempt from the national curriculum. There were
no set pay scales; sponsors could pay staff what they liked and set what
employment conditions they liked. Whatever the sponsor decided, the
public purse would pick up the bill. Sponsors were to get the entire school
budget direct from the government.

Once again, Adonis and Sir Cyril sold this partly as a way of leveraging
corporate money into state education, and once again it has completely
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failed to achieve this. Academies, they said, would cost £10 million each,
which made the sponsor’s £2 million sound like a respectable contribution.
But the average for each of the first 12 was £23 million, and later ones have
cost a lot more than that (though costs are now being reined in). The
sponsor’s contribution has remained capped at £2 million, and is often
substantially less – one sponsor got away with £295,000. All future costs
will come from the public purse.

And it got worse. For each proposed academy, the sponsor was first
given a six-figure sum of money to pay for the writing of a proposal. Once
they were established, some
sponsors, notably Sir Peter
Vardy in Middlesbrough,
decided that their own
companies were the best place
from which to buy management
expertise, recruitment expertise
and other necessities.

The DfES hired consultants
to work on such things as
“curriculum innovation for high
performance” and “the
management of change” and
similar currently fashionable collections of feelgood words. Like specialist
schools, academies are permitted to select 10 per cent of their intake.

At first the academies project was run by a small specialist organisation,
the Academies Sponsors Trust. The chief executive was an American, Rona
Kiley. In the USA, she had been Executive Director of the Edison
Preservation Foundation. This is associated with the Edison Project, the
huge commercial corporation which takes over state schools in the USA on
a commercial basis.

Edison was founded in 1994 by advertising man Chris Whittle. Whittle
also created a television network called Channel One which offered
impoverished US schools what appeared to be a bargain. They would each
get free use of a satellite receiver, videos, televisions and a public address
system. In return they promised to force pupils to watch a ten-minute
current affairs broadcast each day, with two minutes of advertising in the

We, the taxpayers, quietly
put nearly £1.7 million
into a fund, then dole it
out as though it came
from business. We are
behaving like a lonely
man who posts Valentine
cards to himself.



middle. Pepsi, Reebok, the US military, Twix and Clearasil were prepared
to pay $200,000 for a 30-second message to a captive teen market which
could not play truant from the consumer society.(1)

Edison had first looked at the opportunities that might be available to it
in Britain when Blair’s first education secretary, David Blunkett, proposed
to set up Education Action Zones, the first attempt by the Blair government
to get private industry to run state education.

I met Edison’s then chief executive Benno Schmidt at that time, at a
lunch seminar organized by the Social Market Foundation where he and Sir
Cyril were the speakers. They expressed similar views about the need for
schools to equip people for business. 

Edison is now known to be deeply involved in academies, though it
attempts to keep its involvement as low-profile as possible. It has been
called in to help with the controversial closure of Islington Green School
and its replacement by an academy.

Rona Kiley moved to London with her husband, Bob Kiley, in 1991,
when he was appointed Ken Livingstone’s transport chief. She became
Director of Business and Education at London First, the business
membership organisation which, according to its website, “campaigns to
make London the best city in the world in which to do business” and
“mobilises the experience, expertise, and enthusiasm of business leaders to
deliver this.”

She also became a trustee and founder of Teach First, a business-led
programme to recruit top university graduates to teach for two years in
some of London’s most difficult schools, and then provide them with more
lucrative careers in business. 

She summed up her approach in a 2005 article in the TES while still
chief executive of the Academies Sponsors Trust:

“A number of failing schools have proved stubbornly resistant to
numerous attempts to improve them. They have shown that investing more
money or tinkering with existing structures does not work. Sponsors bring
in the new talents, innovations and ideas needed to turn around failing
schools. Experienced in building successful teams and structures, sponsors
help develop the ethos needed to break down the cycle of under-attainment
that characterises failing schools. They offer real expertise in school
specialisms and give greater clarity to running academies.”(2)
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This is simply a collection of unproved and often unsupported
assertions. No schools apart from CTCs and academies have ever had
public money in excess of £20 million thrown at them, so Ms Kiley had no
evidence at all that this would not work just as well if it came without the
strings of a sponsor.

The Academies Sponsors Trust (AST) seems to have come to a sticky
end. “It was not functioning properly,” says Sir Cyril, and, unusually for this
candid and sometimes indiscreet man, declines to elaborate; but it is clear
that he has no great opinion of Rona Kiley. “So Andrew Adonis suggested
that we take on that function.” 

This tells us all we need to know about the real relationship between
these trusts and the government. The SSAT insists that it is an independent
charity which simply happens to have the government as its biggest
benefactor, and the AST had the same status. But when Lord Adonis for the
government decided the AST was not functioning properly, and the
Specialist School Trust should take on its functions, there was no argument
about it: that is what happened. The AST ceased to exist on Adonis’s say-so.
Formally, SSAT is an independent charity, and it indignantly denies that it
is a quango. But a quango is what it is, in all aspects that matter.

In September 2005 the AST merged with the SST, which changed its
name yet again, to become the Specialist Schools and Academies Trust
(SSAT). Rona Kiley continued to work as a consultant for the SSAT between
September and December 2005. 

1. Nick Cohen, New Statesman, 20 March 2000.
2. Rona Kiley, TES, 1 April 2005.
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Chapter Three:
What The
SSAT Looks
Like Today

The sudden coup in December 2007 which removed Sir Cyril Taylor from
the leadership of the organisation that he more or less created is potentially
the most significant thing ever to happen to it. If the SSAT can emerge from
Sir Cyril’s shadow, it could herald a new direction for schools. The potential
benefits will be described in Chapter Six, but first we need to understand
what things were like in the last year of Sir Cyril’s reign.

We had reached the situation where, as the NUT’s head of education,
John Bangs, put it, there were two SSATs. “There is the group of officials
who spend a lot of time putting together high quality professional
development programmes, and then there is Sir Cyril Taylor.”(1)

Sir Cyril told me that John Bangs was talking rubbish. “He doesn’t
understand how the Trust functions. He’s missed the point that the Trust
has now evolved into a network for schools. I am elected annually as
chairman by the council, but the DfES holds the chief executive
accountable.”

Nonetheless, Bangs was expressing a widely held view, not least in the
top echelons of SSAT itself, where they were quietly delighted that Bangs
had said what they were unable to say, in public at any rate. They discreetly



drew attention to Bangs’s statement at every opportunity. 
For top officials in the SSAT were frequently embarrassed by Sir Cyril.

Not one of them would speak on the record about this, but off the record
they liked to distance themselves from his high-profile public
pronouncements. They were uncomfortable with his hype, which
sometimes seems to promise more than they can possibly achieve. They
emphasised that Sir Cyril is not the SSAT, and is not bound by its policies.
He allowed himself to be quoted as SSAT chairman when frequently he was
expressing a purely personal viewpoint.

Nonetheless, he was its chairman – and, more than that, without Sir
Cyril the SSAT would not exist, at least in its present form. He it is who
persuaded ministers that specialist schools are the way forward, and that
commercial sponsors can be found who will improve schools beyond
recognition by sprinkling some private sector gold dust on them. 

But SSAT now has a top layer of widely respected education
professionals who give it credibility and technical competence which Sir
Cyril could not supply.

Sir Cyril’s power base was the SSAT Council, its governing body. He was,
says one member of the council who does not want to be quoted by name,
“off the planet. He operates as a free agent with the ear of Downing Street
and the education ministers. He sells trust schools in the same way as he
must once have sold toothpaste. He’s mercurial and inconsistent.”

Meetings of the SSAT Council were shambolic, says this member of it,
because “Sir Cyril’s a terrible chairman. Meetings are reduced to a dialogue
between him and whoever has his hand up at the time. He runs them very
egocentrically.”

“He seems to be a buffoon,” said an MP who is on the House of
Commons Education Select Committee. “But that can’t be true, can it? He
must have something. Otherwise how has he kept the ear of three Prime
Ministers?” (Thatcher, Major and Blair.)

He is a man who deals in anecdotes rather than evidence, and is not shy
of hyperbole. In the Taylor lexicon, schools are never simply changed or
improved; they are always “transformed”.

Sir Cyril was the chairman, but he did not work in the Millbank office
from which the SSAT is actually run, nor in the DfES. “When I started in
1987,” he told MPs airily, “I was shown into a rather poky little office in the
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DfES and I said, I’ll be better off working from my own office.” But of
course, he was in and out of the DfES all the time, the adviser to Education
Secretary after Education Secretary, with his own pass to the building,
easily the most influential person in government education policy, with the
possible exception of his friend Lord Andrew Adonis. He was in the DfES
building so much that right up to May 2007 the long-standing chairman of
the Education and Skills Committee, Barry Sheerman MP, could say with
mild surprise: “I often bump into you in Sanctuary House [the DfES
building] and I assumed you had an office there.” “No,” said Sir Cyril, “I
only go there to see people.”(2)

His own office in Queensgate, Kensington, also housed his secretary and
Saskia Murk Jansen, his Head of Academy Sponsor Relations. Ms Jansen’s
previous career was spent entirely at Cambridge University, as an
administrator and as an academic. Her main academic work was research
into the inter-relationship of Christian, Jewish and Islamic spirituality. 

To run the Millbank office, where the work is done, there were several
chief executives and few of them stayed long, until Sir Cyril managed to
recruit Elizabeth Reid in 2001. She quickly established that she, and not Sir
Cyril, ran the operation, and her presence there guarantees it some
credibility with schools. It is to Sir Cyril’s credit that he saw the need for a
strong chief executive with a local education authority background who
would stand up to him, and that he eventually managed to find one.

Born in Aberdeen in 1948, Reid started her career as a teacher in
London before moving into the ranks of top education administrators. She
was deputy director of the Inner London Education Authority from 1985 to
1989, then deputy provost of London Guildhall University for four years
before moving back to Scotland to be director of education for Lothian
Regional Council from 1993 to 1996, then director of education in
Edinburgh, 1996-8.

In 1998 she took what many saw as a poisoned chalice: the job of
director of education in the London borough of Hackney, succeeding the
combative Gus John in a job where you never knew where the next political
attack was coming from.

Her well-funded office at the SSAT arranges conferences, at which no
expense seems to be spared, and sends out mountains of information to
schools. Feedback to the Association of Schools and College Leaders from
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its members suggests that head teachers reckon they get value for money
for the affiliation fee they pay to SSAT. Their main criticism is that it sends
out too much – there isn’t time in the working day to read it all.

It’s divided into six directorates – Academy Networks, Achievement
Networks, Finance and Corporate Services, Leadership and Innovation
Networks, Strategy and Programme Networks, Specialism and Curriculum
Networks. They are described on the Trust’s website with the sort of hype
and adjectival excess that suggests the attentions of an enthusiastic
marketing person, possibly even Sir Cyril himself. I have tried to strip it of
that, because it tends to get in the way of the reader’s understanding of
what they actually do.

Academy Networks, under former head teacher Lesley King, helps
academies, and also helps to find and nurture academy sponsors.

Achievement Networks runs the “Raising Achievement and
Transforming Learning” (RATL) scheme. (The approach is doubtless Ms
Reid’s but the vocabulary is Sir Cyril’s – learning cannot be simply
improved, it has to be “transformed”.) It seeks to develop “effective
networks of schools” (one would, I suppose, hardly seek to establish
ineffective networks) that work together for this purpose.

Strategy and Programme Networks spends a good deal of its time trying
to raise sponsorship money. It provides help for schools wishing to gain or
retain specialist status, by, among other things, helping them to raise the
necessary £50,000 sponsorship which is the admission price to specialist
status, unlocking additional public funds; and it also raises sponsorship
money for the Trust itself. 

This directorate is where the Trust’s expanded marketing team is to be
found, responsible, it says on the Trust’s website, for “targeted, effective
and consistent communication”. (What a good decision it was not to go for
random, ineffective and inconsistent communication.) This directorate is
also home to the Planning and Organisational Development team, which
deals with corporate planning and policy guidance, new business
development and human resources management.

Leadership and Innovation Networks offers services to member schools;
Specialism and Curriculum Networks helps specialist schools develop the
teaching of their specialism; while Finance and Corporate Services does
what its name implies.
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That’s the office and its 300 staff, under Liz Reid. But ultimate control of
the SSAT rests with its Council. There are other committees with decision-
making roles – each region has a steering group, and each specialism has a
steering group – but governance rests, in reality, with the Council.

The Council used to have 40 members who were effectively chosen by
Sir Cyril, except that the DfES nominated one member. 

School governors were represented only through the sponsors. The
increasingly endangered species of parent governors and teacher governors
had no representation. Most members were chosen by chairman’s
invitation. The chairman was advised by a Nominations Committee, which
he chaired, and he had the final say. Some of them were called
representatives – there are, for example, representatives of heads of
specialist schools and of academies. But these “representatives” were not
elected by their constituencies; they were chosen by the Nominations
Committee, approved by Sir Cyril, and the chosen names presented to the
AGM. The AGM, which all members – sponsors as well as schools – can
attend, in theory elected representatives. In practice, it rubber-stamped the
choice already made.

I can think of one other organisation I have studied which, until its
demise in 1991, chose its governing body in this way: the Communist Party
of Great Britain. The Party conference was presented with a list of proposed
members of the ruling Politbureau by the Politbureau itself, and it was
invited to endorse this list, which it invariably did. In the Communist Party
this method of election was known as democratic centralism. I have not
heard that the SSAT has a name for it, but if so, it is probably not called
democratic centralism. 

I asked Sir Cyril: why not allow each set of stakeholders – sponsors,
specialist schools, academies, community schools and the rest – to elect
their representatives? “That’s a massively bureaucratic way of running
things,” he replied. 

On 28 June 2007 the Council took the decision to reduce its size from 40
to 12, and call itself a Board. The method of appointment will not change –
the relationship to democacy is as distant as ever – but it will meet quarterly
instead of three times a year. The Board will continue to elect its chairman
every year.

The new Board was chosen by the outgoing Council, so no new
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representative spirit has emerged. Meeting for the first time on Tuesday 18
December, this Board elected Sir James Hill Bt, OBE DL, chair of governors
at Dixons City Academy, to be its new chairman, effectively dumping Sir
Cyril.

This Council is the body which will ultimately be in control of secondary
education in Britain, for the government intention is that they should all be
either specialist schools or academies. “By 2008”, says the SSAT’s
corporate plan for 2006-9, “almost all of England’s mainstream secondary
schools, and substantial numbers of special schools, will be specialist
schools or academies with a specialism.” 

There is no obligation on them to join SSAT, of course. Currently 92 per
cent of them are members. And the SSAT does not exercise day-to-day
control over them: they are self-governing. So it is not quite like what we

used to call a local education
authority. But it is the nearest
equivalent we have, now that LEAs
are no more – one huge LEA covering
the whole country.

This gives the SSAT immense
power in the British education
system, arguably more than that
enjoyed by any Secretary of State. It is
not accountable to anyone for the way
in which it exercises that power. With
its great power, its even greater

potential power, and its almost total reliance on huge injections of public
money (see Chapter Four), it seems to me axiomatic that SSAT ought to be
more publicly accountable.

In the last two years or so SSAT has been repositioning itself as the
national body for school improvement. School improvement is a crowded
field. 

LEAs like to think they still have a role in it, since it used to be primarily
their responsibility. They are now very nearly powerless, and the post of
Chief Education Officer, the person once responsible for planning for
education in a local authority area, is virtually defunct. Many of the people
who once did the job, like Ms Reid, now work for the SSAT. “The SSAT
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takes a lot of business away from local education authorities,” says Martin
Rogers of The Education Network. “Its influence is considerable and its
accountability is negligible.”

The College for School Leadership also thinks it has a role which the
SSAT sometimes usurps. It could hardly fail to notice that in 2005-6 the
SSAT ran a set of leadership and management development programmes
for schools, and that it successfully bid for four strands of the London
Leadership Strategy. 

Commercial organisations like Nord Anglia, Cambridge Education
Associates and Capita also think they have a role: fortunes have been made
in recent years by entrepreneurs offering instant solutions to educational
problems. So there is scope for a lot of duplication, and there are quiet
grumbles that the SSAT is doing work that is already done by others. 

It has found itself in direct competition for contracts with these
companies, and some of them are known to feel that SSAT has an unfair
commercial advantage, because it is so heavily government subsidised and
is semi-official. This odd and anomalous position saw it recently putting up
a joint bid with Nord Anglia for the DfES-awarded contract to train
teachers for the new-style diplomas, and winning it. It was no doubt a
sensible commercial decision by Nord Anglia to get into bed with the SSAT
for this one. If you can’t beat them, join them. 

With the sort of investment the SSAT has had from government, it can
afford the best marketing. The SSAT is deeply into marketing, Sir Cyril’s first
trade. It has a three-year strategy, which is explained at length in the latest
annual report: “To enable more targeted communications, the Trust
database was enhanced. A wide range of new communications tools were
established including personalised email newsletters and the increased use
of targeted email alerts, as well as specialism update newsletters, regional
and programme newsletters. The schools network website was relaunched to
feature greater personalisation and the opportunity for affiliated members to
register to access the range of material available through the website…. A
corporate communications plan was established and a stakeholder breakfast
briefing roundtable was introduced to focus high level debate on
specialisms…. A media strategy focusing on academies was developed and a
media and communications adviser appointed. A central conference team
was formed within the marketing and communications team…” 
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I especially like the idea of “a stakeholder breakfast briefing roundtable
to focus high level debate on specialisms”. I do not suppose I shall ever have
the chance, but I would love to be present at one of these ludicrous-
sounding events, latte in one hand and mobile phone in the other. 

Its legal status is that of a charity. In practice it looks like something that
is partly a commercial company competing for work (but without the
commercial discipline of needing to make a profit) and partly a quango (but
without the public sector requirement to be accountable). Officials of the
Department for Children, Schools and Families (DCSF – as the DfES
became in summer 2007) are already eyeing it uneasily; they fear it is
becoming more powerful in education than the department itself.

Apart from schools, membership affiliation fees are paid to it by 27 local
authorities. Since they no longer have the resources or the power to provide
a full service to the schools in their areas, they pay the SSAT to do so. Its
growing power has alarmed the House of Commons Select Committee on
Education. One of its members, David Chaytor, MP for Bury and founder
and chair of Comprehensive Future, the campaign for non-selective
education, says it is concerned about “the SSAT’s accountability, and the
conflict of interest if a public organisation like SSAT is competing with
private companies”.

To add to this domestic power, SSAT is becoming a major international
player in education. It gets affiliation fees from 540 international schools
and other international organisations, from Australia, Chile, China,
Germany, Holland, New Zealand, South Africa and the USA. They join via
its international arm, which it set up in 2004 and calls iNet, an acronym
intended to convey “international networking for educational
transformation”. 

Tony Blair told the 2006 SSAT conference: “This is now the largest
education conference of the year and the Trust the most dynamic education
organisation in Britain. You are the true change-makers in our country
today.” 

No wonder the SSAT felt it had something to celebrate on its twentieth
birthday in 2007. The programme for the birthday bash at the Guildhall
sounds like the sort of grandiloquent excess beloved of the British
establishment, to which it added regular American-style pious incantations
for sponsors:
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…6.20 p.m.
Trumpet fanfare
Performed by students from the Brentwood Ursuline Convent School,
kindly supported by the EMI Music Sound Foundation
John Wallis, Master of Ceremonies, London Society of Toastmasters
Arrival of the Secretary of State for Education and Skills
Welcome by Sir Michael Savory, Lord Mayor Locum Tenens on behalf of
the City of London Corporation
Introductory remarks by Sir Cyril Taylor, GBE, Chairman of the SSAT
Speech by the Guest of Honour, the Rt Hon Alan Johnson, MP, Secretary
of State for Education and Skills
Remarks by reception sponsor, John Leighfield, CBE, Chairman, RM….

Sponsors are the key people in specialist schools. To become a specialist
school, and access the additional public funds this brings, you need to have
a sponsor, and the sponsor will want a say in what specialism you choose.
This is reflected in the specialisms chosen. The breakdown of specialisms
within designated specialist schools is: arts 408, business 218, combined
arts and business 79, engineering 47, humanities 72, languages 216, maths
and computing 222, music 18, science 282, special education needs 12,
sports 345, and technology 583. So business is either the sole specialism, or
one of two specialisms, in 297 schools.

Finding sponsors was what Sir Cyril originally came to government to
do. Back in 1987, it was his supposed ability to bring in sponsorship that
impressed Margaret Thatcher and Kenneth Baker, though his failure to
deliver the required sponsorship for CTCs does not seem to have
disillusioned them.

Specialist schools often find for themselves the £50,000 sponsorship
which unlocks extra government funds, some with the help of expensive
sponsorship consultants. Academy sponsors are sometimes found by the
local authority, impelled by the knowledge that having one or more
academies in their patch may be the only way to unlock government funds
for their schools. The government has made it clear that money under its
Building Schools for the Future programme may be very hard to get
without any academies.

But the SSAT can help, often by providing commercial bonuses to



sponsors. Take the computer company Oracle, which has agreed to
sponsor 112 specialist schools to the tune of £25,000 each. This is not
quite what it seems. Rather than hand over money, it’s offering “help in
kind”. According to a DfES press release when the deal began in 2003,
Oracle “will supply software, learning materials, and teacher training to 40
prospective specialist schools via the Oracle Internet Academy. This
donation, commercially valued at over £100,000 per school…”(3) The
SSAT website says: “Sponsorship need not always be in financial terms
either – we are able to broker agreements with the DfES enabling in-kind
support, such as computer licenses, to be counted towards schools’
bidding target of £50,000.” It’s our old friend, sponsorship in kind, and
we have only to look back at Education Action Zones (see Chapter Two) to
see where that can lead.

Nonetheless, regular splendid commercial puffs for Oracle and its
products appear in SSAT publications, from which we learn that the
company is “committed to using its technology to deliver innovation in
education”.(4) In 2006 Minister for Schools Jim Knight was wheeled on to
present them with a Sponsor of the Year award. Sir Cyril’s old dream of
companies ensuring that the skills they require are taught is being realised
in this relationship. There will be Oracle Academies, which will “instruct
students in database and programming. Students graduate with marketable
design and programming skills, as well as proficiency in project
management, presenting and problem solving.”(5) There is, of course,
nothing wrong with companies training their future workforce – in fact, it’s
to be encouraged – but there is no need to dress it up as a generous
contribution to the nation from a public-spirited company.

On Sir Cyril Taylor’s account, Rolls Royce is reaping handsome benefits.
“It has sponsor schools in places where it has academies, and has solved its
recruitment problem,” he told MPs.(6)

Membership of SSAT can be a good deal for very big businesses. The
SSAT includes among the benefits “access to a managed Corporate Social
Responsibility programme with dedicated staff promoting members’
socially responsible reputations” – which means that SSAT staff will try to
make sure the world knows what a generous and public-spirited company
you run. It also includes “Supported volunteering and e-mentoring
opportunities – all beneficial for staff retention” and “Organisational
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publicity and recognition through the SSAT website, IBPN materials and
events”. Not bad for £7,500 a year.

Whether membership of the SSAT, and sponsorship of schools, gets a
businessman privileged access to government ministers is of course hotly
disputed. In April 2006 one of its Council members, Des Smith, was caught
in a classic newspaper sting operation. He told an attractive female Sunday
Times reporter pretending to be a potential donor’s PR assistant: “The
prime minister’s office would recommend someone like [the donor] for an
OBE, a CBE or a knighthood… I would say to Cyril’s office that we’ve got to
start writing to the prime minister’s office.” For a donation of £10 million,
“you could go to the House of Lords.” 

Mr Smith was not quite the ignorant nobody that ministers and the
SSAT later made him out to be. He had met the reporter because Sir Cyril
invited them both to lunch – Sir Cyril, too, thought she was the PRO to a
multimillionaire. Other guests included Sir Michael Barber, former head
of delivery at 10 Downing Street, two multimillionaire businessmen, two
representatives of an American multinational, and Rona Kiley. Sir Cyril
himself had said to the reporter: “There’s no question that sponsors of
academies have access, they get invited to No 10, meet the secretary of
state and people like that. Some people say, ‘I’m going to buy a knighthood
doing this,’ but I think they should not think that at all because, first of all,
that’s a form of corruption. But the fact is a lot of sponsors do get
recognition.” 

According to Sir Cyril the lunch did not go quite as swimmingly as the
Sunday Times suggested. “We were sceptical about her when she put her
handbag on the table, and I wondered why – I suppose she had a hidden
recorder.” Another reporter was posing as the multimillionaire potential
sponsor. “I asked him about a few people in the city and he did not seem to
know anyone,” he says. Eventually the reporter posing as the potential
sponsor asked outright whether honours would be available, and Sir Cyril
says he brought the lunch to an abrupt end and walked out.

“She entrapped an excellent head teacher who had turned round his
school, and it’s ruined his life,” says Sir Cyril.

The SSAT was paying Mr Smith £500 a day on top of his £80,000 a year
head teacher’s salary, and he now bitterly regrets taking it.

“He was very unfortunate and said silly things,” Sir Cyril says now. 



But the question newspapers really wanted answered was: did Mr Smith
have dealings with the SSAT’s president? For this honorific post was filled
by none other than Tony Blair’s tennis partner, Middle East envoy and
fundraiser-in-chief, Lord Levy. And in the time he could spare from New
Labour fundraising, Lord Levy assisted Sir Cyril in the task of finding
sponsors for specialist schools, academies and the SSAT itself. 

It was convenient for Lord Levy that, until recently, the magnificent
Millbank office building occupied by the SSAT was also occupied by the
Labour Party. He did not have to walk far between the two organisations.
Perhaps he conscientiously split them up – this morning I am fundraising
for New Labour, this afternoon for the SSAT – but this seems a pretty hard
trick to pull off, and he does seem to have been tapping some of the same
people for money for both causes.

When Blair’s fundraising operation was caught up in sleaze allegations,
they spilled over into the SSAT, and the presence of Lord Levy at the head
of both ensured that the SSAT was in the eye of the storm. Six academy
sponsors received honours, and three more were offered peerages, only to
see the offer withdrawn when newspapers started to talk about buying
honours. They were deemed unsuitable to be peers. “It seems strange
therefore,” comments the NUT’s booklet Academies: Looking Beyond the
Spin, “that they have been deemed to be suitable to sponsor academies and
consequently have considerable influence over pupils’ education in these
academies.” 

How far was SSAT caught up in New Labour financial sleaze? Of course,
most of the SSAT’s work is entirely unaffected by it: its conferences, its
advice to heads, its educational projects, all continue as though the sleaze
allegations did not exist. After all, the SSAT does not even require the
money that is raised by Lord Levy and Sir Cyril, which, as we shall see, is so
little as to be pretty well irrelevant: its money is taxpayers’ money. 

Mr Smith says it was caught up in New Labour’s sales of honours
scandal, and the presence of Lord Levy in the SSAT hierarchy lends support
to this. Sir Cyril says: “People sponsor academies because they want to do
good, not to buy honours.” At the SSAT they become a little vague when
you mention Lord Levy. Yes, they say, they think they saw him in the office
once, about a year ago they think it was.

They will not see him again. He ceased to be Labour’s fundraising chief
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when Tony Blair ceased to be Prime Minister. Two days after Gordon
Brown took over as Prime Minister, Sir Cyril was telling me: “We haven’t
seen Lord Levy for ages and we have deemed him as resigned because we
never see him.” He did not know then that within six months he would be
following Lord Levy through the exit door.

When another row about New Labour fundraising blew up at the end of
2007, the SSAT was once again nudged unwillingly into the centre of it.
This time the row was over anonymous donations. Mr David Abrahams
wished to give money to Labour, and to candidates for Labour’s deputy
leadership, but did not want the world to know that he was doing so. But,
for very good reasons, political parties are obliged to say where big
donations come from. 

There was no shortage of people to point out that anonymous donations
were getting rather common in academies. Whoever is sponsoring the
academy which will replace Islington Green School in north London is most
anxious that his name should not be known. At first he seems to have
hoped the world would believe the money came from City University, and it
might have continued to do so without the dogged persistence of Islington
anti-academy campaigner Ken Muller. 

Mr Muller says: “All the reasons why those who give money to political
parties should do so under their own names apply just as forcibly to
academy sponsors. Because New Labour has identified itself so closely with
the academy project, it’s almost the same as giving money to New Labour.
The suspicion that people are using money to buy political influence is just
as powerful with academy sponsors as with ordinary political donors.”

That is why the perceived link between raising money for the SSAT and
schools and raising it for Labour refused to go away. How can it go away, so
long as the SSAT fundraises for pet government projects while New Labour
is trying to tap much the same people for contributions towards its electoral
fighting funds? 

Perhaps this is one of the reasons why the SSAT’s founder, at the
beginning of 2007, began discreetly putting some distance between himself
and New Labour. More likely, it was becoming clear that Gordon Brown
would become Prime Minister at some time during the year, and he was
uneasily aware that things would never be the same again. The relationship
he had created with Thatcher, Major and Blair was not going to be repeated



with Brown. When I spoke to Taylor soon after Brown entered 10 Downing
Street he made light of it, but the fact that he had not yet been given the
chance to exercise his charm on the new Prime Minister was clearly
worrying him.

Whatever the reason, the fact is that throughout 2007 he looked like a
great survivor carefully preparing the ground for another change of
government, as he did in 1996 when he took care to cultivate the then
opposition leader Tony Blair. At his last appearance before the House of
Commons Education and Skills Committee in May 2007, he made no
attempt to hide the fact that he got on far better with the Conservative MPs,
and had far more in common with them, than with their Labour and
Liberal Democrat colleagues. 

It took place at the same time as Conservative leader David Cameron
was dropping his Party’s support for more grammar schools. At the time it
looked as though Cameron had a formula he was going to stick to, and he
balanced it with a ringing endorsement of academies. 

So Sir Cyril took the opportunity offered by giving evidence to the
committee to give ringing support for the new Conservative line on grammar
schools: protect the 164 already in existence, but do not create any more. Liz
Reid, clearly embarrassed, pointed out that the SSAT had no view on this
issue. “No, but I have a view,” said Sir Cyril and, to the discomfort of Labour
committee members, proceeded to spell out what it was. 

Not content with that, he later said of academies: “I think it is very
interesting that a Tory government initiative [City Technology Colleges]
was so enthusiastically taken up by a Labour government [in the form of
academies].” “I agree with that,” said the Conservative MP for Central
Croydon, Andrew Pelling, looking like the cat that had found the cream and
the canary, while Labour MPs on the committee squirmed.(7)

By then everyone knew for certain that Taylor’s friend Blair would soon
be gone. Had Blair been staying to fight another election, it seems unlikely
that Taylor would have taken mischievous pleasure in twisting Labour’s
tail. When Brown became Prime Minister, Ed Balls became the first
Education Secretary for 20 years not to make Sir Cyril his adviser, as all his
ten predecessors had done. 

And although Taylor’s dismissal was formally the work of the 12-strong
SSAT Board, it is inconceivable that it would have happened while Blair
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was Prime Minister. That’s why it was a big event, and why it holds out the
hope of a change of policy as well as people.

1. TES, 16 February 2007.
2. Education and Skills Committee, 23 May 2007.
3. DfES press release, 23 June 2003.
4. Academies Update, summer 2006.
5. Academies Update, Summer 2006.
6. Education and Skills Committee, 23 May 2007.
7. Education and Skills Committee, 23 May 2007.
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Chapter Four:
Where SSAT’s
Money Comes
From

In the year ending March 2006 the SSAT cost the nation £36.2 million.
This figure does not include any money at all for schools. It is just the cost
to the taxpayer of keeping the SSAT in business. Since then the SSAT has
increased its staff, taken on academies and for the first time assumed
potential responsibility for every secondary school in the country, so it has
become considerably more expensive.

This £36.2 million of public money amounts to almost all the SSAT’s
£39.6 million income that year. 

If you read the SSAT website and the glossy annual report (which only
contains an extract from the accounts, not the full audited accounts) you
would think the public purse only provided £27.6 million. You would come
away with the impression that the SSAT raises a considerable proportion of
its income from the private sector. 

The SSAT website says that its income breaks down like this: 27% grant
from the Department for Education and Skills (now the Department for
Children, Schools and Families, or DCSF); 36% DCSF other; 4% restricted
donation; and 33% commercial. According to evidence given by Sir Cyril to
Parliament’s Education and Skills Committee, its income is one third DCSF



grant, and another third other DCSF grants for specific purposes. The third
third is “commercial”.

The SSAT’s Corporate Plan 2006-9 makes the point like this:
“Commercial and DfES [now DCSF] ‘other work’ now make up a
substantial part of the Trust’s income. The DfES grant accounts for 27% of
the Trust’s total revenue. In 2002/03, the figure represented 56% of the
Trust’s total revenue.” Well, yes, the DfES grant was only 27%. But “DfES
other” accounts for another 36%.

There is of course no real difference between “DfES grant” and “DfES
other” except that some of the money in the second category is given for
specific purposes. So in total, the DfES [now DCSF] pays 63% of the SSAT’s
bills. But the real sleight of hand concerns the third third, misleadingly
called “commercial”.

The SSAT top brass, pressed on how much they cost the nation, will tell
you £27.6 million, or about two thirds of its income, because that is what
they get from the DCSF. The third third does not come from the DCSF and
is put down as “commercial”. The unwary might think this means that it
comes from commercial organisations. It does not. It is mostly the money
schools and local authorities pay for their affiliation to the SSAT and for the
various services and conferences provided by the SSAT. Affiliated schools
pay £1 per pupil per year, and about 3,000 of the country’s 3126 secondary
schools are members. And since all these schools exist on public, not
private, money, this is as much the taxpayer’s money as if it came direct
from the DCSF.

Elizabeth Reid, who lacks Sir Cyril’s talent for gloss, put it flatly when
asked a direct question. The third third, she says, is “charges for services to
schools; affiliation fees paid by schools; and a small amount of
sponsorship.”(1)

So the real figure of taxpayers’ money swallowed up in 2005-6 by the
SSAT is £36,264,000 out of a total income of £39,563,000.

And although theoretically schools have a choice about whether to
spend their budget on SSAT, the reality, says William Atkinson, head of
Phoenix High School in West London, is that “you have to pay it if you want
to be a specialist school.” And Atkinson is one of Sir Cyril’s favourite heads;
Sir Cyril says Atkinson has “transformed” his school in collaboration with
SSAT. 92 per cent of specialist schools are SSAT members.

Chapter Four: Where SSAT’s Money Comes From
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Sir Cyril said he intended to reduce the SSAT’s financial dependence on
government, and increase the proportion paid by schools. If this were to
be achieved it would not lessen the Trust’s dependence on public funds.
But there does not seem to be the smallest chance of achieving it. The long
term trend is the other way round. Current trends suggest that the
proportion of the cost borne by the government will go up too, despite all
the SSAT’s efforts to give the opposite impression, and despite spending
£2.1 million a year on fundraising. The SSAT is always presented as an
effective means of leveraging money private money into education, when
in reality it is just as much a drain on the taxpayer as a local authority, or
the DCSF itself.

The annual report says: “Income rose to £36.9m, a rise of 38.9% driven
by increases in non-core grant activities. Core grant funding has fallen as a
proportion of total income from 33% in 2004/5 to 28% in 2005/6.” The
incautious reader might not realise
that “core grant” refers to only
about a half of the DCSF funding;
and non-DCSF funding also comes
from the public sector. 

The real trend is clear if you take
a close look at the figures. The
increase in total DCSF funding
from the previous year was
£19,367,000 to £27, 584,000, an
increase of 42%. The third third,
non-DCSF money, went up from
£9,150,000 to £11,979,000, a rise
of 31%. The government is paying more than ever in absolute figures, and a
higher than ever proportion of the SSAT’s income; and this long-term trend
seems likely to last.

Another small contributor to SSAT finances is universities – which are,
of course, public sector organisations using public money. They are offered
an affiliation package for a flat fee of £2,100 a year, and a few – less than 20
– have bought it. The benefits to them are described by the SSAT in
impenetrable education jargon: 

“Opportunities to access existing/new regional specialism networks...

Business sponsorship
probably does not even
pay for the stationery,
and all the fees and
charges come from the
government or other
public sector bodies like
schools and universities.



This collaboration will deepen specialist subject knowledge among school
staff by bringing them into direct contact with subject experts in HE. This
will facilitate the exchange of good practice. It will offer university staff the
direct contact they would like to have with subject specialists in our
schools….” This means that university staff get to talk to schoolteachers.

“Opportunities to access existing regional forums on generic issues….
These forums aim to help promote cross-sector understanding on generic
issues of mutual interest… It is envisaged that these will involve HE
recruitment staff engaging with schools staff…” This also means that
university staff get to talk to schoolteachers.

“Opportunities to attend existing National Specialism Conferences in
their next round and newer national HE/schools conference as annual
‘culminations’ of the regional groupings… National Specialism Conferences
are key events in the specialist schools’ calendar and we look forward to
significant HE subject specialist involvement in these…” 

“Opportunities to participate in Trust Expert Panels. Each specialism
has an Expert Panel which meets three times a year to discuss matters
related to curriculum and specialism development…. Access to findings of
the Personalising Learning Development & Research Networks…” 

Maybe all this is good value, and maybe it isn’t. At all events, any money
paid by universities to the SSAT is public money, and the public is entitled
to ask how it is being used.

The truth that lies beyond the spin is that you and I pay for the SSAT.
Perhaps we should. Perhaps it is money well spent. If it is an important part
of the state education system, it is right that it should be paid for by the
taxpayer. But the SSAT should stop pretending that public-spirited
businesses pay for it, as in this extract from its Corporate Plan for 2006-9:
“The Trust is an independent, not-for-profit organisation funded through a
combination of fees and charges, business sponsorship and government
grant.” The truth is that business sponsorship probably does not even pay
for the stationery, and all the fees and charges come from the government
or other public sector bodies like schools and universities.

It is fair to point out that much of the expenditure would happen
anyway, if the SSAT did not exist. Schools do need the services it provides.
Many of them used to be provided by local authorities, and they were
needed. Information from SSAT is valued by many schools.

Chapter Four: Where SSAT’s Money Comes From
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It’s also fair to point out that the SSAT is not alone among registered
charities in relying on public funds. In recent years, as successive
governments have grown disillusioned with the ability of the public sector
to deliver, public funds have increasingly been channelled through
charitable organisations.

Perhaps it does a good job with the money, perhaps not. Either way, it is
not a privately funded body. It is almost exclusively a publicly funded body,
and should be as accountable to taxpayers as anything else they pay for.
£36 million is a lot of money, and it is taxpayers’ money. We need to be
sure we are getting value for it. 

1. Education and Skills Committee, 23 May 2007.
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Don’t you think, Barry Sheerman MP asked SSAT chief executive Liz Reid
in May 2007, that you ought to be independently evaluated? SSAT is paid
for, almost exclusively, from the public purse. Should we not be shown that
we are getting value for money?

Ms Reid didn’t seem to like the idea. “What are we to be evaluated on?”
she asked. “Those most responsible are the government and individual
schools. What we do is add value by offering a range of activities which
schools participate in on a voluntary basis. That is the test of our
effectiveness: do schools value working in the network?” The Trust, she said,
is “not responsible for school standards in England”. This came as a surprise
to people who have listened to Sir Cyril over the years, and come away with
the impression that he had single-handedly dragged up school standards.

Subsequently, the SSAT Council took the hint, and decided in principle
that it will get some external evaluation, perhaps from the National Audit
Office.

If all that SSAT had to live on was the fees paid by schools, perhaps Ms
Reid could decently say: if they carry on paying, we are worthwhile. But
with huge sums of DCSF money disappearing into the Millbank offices

Chapter Five:
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every year; with schools under constant government pressure to become
either specialist schools or academies; the SSAT should be offering a lot
more than that to justify its existence.

However, all Mr Sheerman could get was an assurance that the SSAT
Council would consider getting some sort of external evaluation of its work.
And Mr Sheerman had to be satisfied with that.

His colleague Helen Jones MP had another go. “You could not carry on
without very large sums from the DfES,” she said. “Against what outcomes
is the use of this money measured?” The surprising answer was: against the
amount of sponsorship raised. (Sir Cyril piped up: £300 million over 20
years.)

If this is the outcome against which success is measured, then the SSAT
has failed. There is not enough sponsorship money to make any real
difference to schools. Even in the academies, where sponsorship is a bigger
contributor than in other schools, sponsorship money is more or less
irrelevant. 

Does it have targets for this year, Ms Jones wanted to know? Yes, it
does. It will raise £4 million for specialist schools, and 95 per cent of
schools will be specialist schools by 2008. 

So its proudest boast, as Sir Cyril said more than once, was that in the
20 years of its existence it has raised £300 million. But a lot of this money
is not leveraged from the private sector at all. It is either public money,
given by local authority or other public sector bodies, like further education
colleges, simply siphoned off from one bit of the public sector to another; or
it is charitable money, available for one form of charitable purpose or
another, which is being used to fund Sir Cyril’s schools rather than, say,
going into literacy programmes or providing equipment for inner city
schools. 

For example: a lot of the money comes from the Garfield Weston
Foundation (see Chapter One). The SSAT has simply managed to get its
hands on money the Foundation would be allocating to education (in which
the Foundation has a special interest), or to another charitable purpose, in
any case.

Anyway, this money is almost irrelevant in terms of overall schools
funding, probably not worth the time and money expended to get it. If the
main boast of this organisation which now employs 300 people at a cost of
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£10 million a year is that it has leveraged £300 million into schools over 20
years, then in pure financial terms it does not look like a very good
investment.

But to Sir Cyril it is more than just the money. The fact that it has been
given at all, and especially the fact that some of it has come from big
companies, has its own intrinsic worth: “The fact that companies like HSBC
use shareholder money to support local schools we think is a good thing” he
told the Select Committee. For example: the HSBC-sponsored schools
“have an HSBC Centre of Excellence sign in the entrance.” That sounds to
me like a smart public relations ploy by HSBC, but Sir Cyril thinks it’s an
honour for the school: “They know they must go on being good schools,
otherwise they might be told to take that sign down.” It’s possible to think
of more efficient ways to give schools an incentive to succeed.

He confirmed to me that he does indeed see sponsorship as a good in
itself, and gave me an example. Carpet magnate Lord Harris is a major
sponsor of academies and specialist schools. Sir Cyril has travelled in Lord
Harris’s car with him. “He phones his stores to see what the sales figures are,
he calls his schools to find out the attendance figures.” The benefit to a school
of having Lord Harris calling the head teacher from his limousine to check the
attendance figures is not entirely clear to me, but Sir Cyril has no doubts.

Commercial sponsors are also, by definition, better at running schools
than the public sector can possibly be, in Sir Cyril’s view. “Lord Harris, the
Haberdashers, the Mercers – these people are experts at running excellent
schools. When the Mercers found a school and put their name on it, and
they were founded in 1200, that’s going to be a good school,” said Sir Cyril,
as though it was self-evident.

Yet Sir Cyril also points out, apparently with pride, that these days a
great many of the sponsors are not commercial at all. There are public
sector organisations like universities and local education authorities, and
even one trade union, Amicus.

What other added value does SSAT offer? Sir Cyril and Ms Reid told the
Education Select Committee that it enabled schools to work together, and
heads could learn from the experience of other heads. Sir Cyril thought this
was an SSAT innovation, but one Labour member of the committee, Fiona
McTaggart MP, wondered whether it was as new as he seemed to think.
Before the SSAT was invented, local education authorities enabled schools



to work together. Some of them still do, especially in her Slough
constituency, she said.

Blackpool MP Gordon Marsden wanted to know whether the teaching in
specialist schools on their specialism was any better than other schools could
offer. Ms Reid said there was no evidence. Sir Cyril, however, embarked on a
long story about the Phoenix School and how head teacher William Atkinson
had “transformed” it, until Marsden lost patience. “It is always helpful to
have your anecdotal evidence, Sir Cyril,” he said with barely disguised
irritation, “but I want to hear from Elizabeth Reid. Isn’t it extraordinary that
you don’t keep this evidence?” Ms Reid had nothing to offer. Sir Cyril again
chipped in with the odd anecdote, but the truth was that no one had any idea
of the answer. If there is no evidence that even its own specialism is better
taught in a specialist school than elsewhere, then there is no evidence that
the specialist school model is any better than any other model.

But perhaps that morning the most frustrated seeker after an answer to
the question “how do we know it works?” was the Liberal Democrat MP for
Chesterfield, Paul Holmes.

What – Mr Holmes wanted to know – was the magic ingredient
specialist schools and academies could offer? Sir Cyril said CTCs were
among the best schools in the country, and that it would be fascinating to
have an in-depth study of how Mallory School had been “transformed” by
the Haberdashers Livery Company. “To return to the question,” said Mr
Holmes with an audible effort to sound polite, “there isn’t enough evidence
to show that city academies work, is there?” Sir Cyril said that CTCs were
among the best schools in the country, and he thought this probably had
something to do with their excellent leadership. Mr Holmes tried again. We
are spending hundreds of millions on city academies without any evidence
they work except for Sir Cyril’s gut feeling. Sir Cyril said, so what would Mr
Holmes do, nothing at all?

Mr Holmes tried putting it yet another way. Suppose we were to put the
same amount of public money that goes into an academy into any ordinary
comprehensive school, and allowed it to handpick staff as academies can
do, we would get the same results, wouldn’t we? Sir Cyril’s answer was to
offer to let Mr Holmes visit some academies, which Mr Holmes seemed to
feel was missing the point; he asked his question one more time, and Sir
Cyril said he thought some local education authorities had not spent as
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much money on schools as they could have spent. That’s not relevant, said
Mr Holmes, and asked if Sir Cyril would please address his question. Sir
Cyril said that if Mr Holmes went to Manchester, he would find that a lot of
people thought very highly of academies there. Mr Holmes asked for hard
evidence that academies worked, and was told that only one of the 47
academies had been in special measures (Ofsted jargon for a failing school),
while several of the predecessor schools had been. It was probably one of
the most frustrating half hours of Mr Holmes’s life.

But he did have one thing to show for his effort. Along the way he said:
“The sponsor’s money is irrelevant, isn’t it?” And Sir Cyril said: “Yes.” Yet
the raising of sponsorship money is supposed to be the SSAT’s main
justification. It is willing, Sir Cyril had said earlier, to be judged by the
amount of sponsorship money it raised. It is all very puzzling.

David Chaytor MP wanted to know how many specialist schools took
advantage of their right to select 10 per cent of their intake on aptitude. “We
do not keep this information,” said Ms Reid. “The holders of this
information are LEAs, the DfES and schools.” After much delay, and
incredulous demands from Mr Chaytor, Sir Cyril said he had been handed a
piece of paper which said it was six per cent. It was not clear where the
paper had come from.(1)

The suspicion in Chaytor’s mind is that the SSAT may be the spearhead
of a new eleven plus. Two things feed this suspicion. “A particular challenge
over the coming three years and beyond,” says a note in the latest SSAT
accounts, “will be to support every school and academy in developing high
quality vocational learning in their specialism, a process commensurate, in
scale and importance, with initial specialist designation.” And the
Education Act 2006 lays down that specialist schools will be encouraged to
use their specialism to recruit outside their traditional catchment area. 

Such a process will decide children’s futures at the age of eleven as
surely and as unforgivingly as the eleven plus ever did. Go to a business and
enterprise college and get rich. Go to a college specialising in IT and help
someone else get rich. Go to a sports college and know, right from the start,
that you are destined to be either a famous sporting hero or nobody.

The 2006 Act also lays down that all primary and secondary schools will
be encouraged to become self-governing and acquire a Trust, which will be
a not-for-profit charitable organisation. The decision to become a Trust can
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be made by a majority vote of the current governing body. The government
sees the drive for specialism and the drive for schools to be independent
self-governing institutions as parts of the same strategy. “The Five Year
Strategy encourages and supports schools to consider taking on both
foundation status and specialist school status,” it says.(2)

Taken together with the abolition of local education authorities, all this
leaves a huge gap where support and guidance for schools and head
teachers used to be, and the SSAT is the only body available to fill it. This
gives it a massive role – almost the collected functions of all of the former
local authorities.

The SSAT denies that it has anything like this level of power over
schools. It does not have the coercive powers that local authorities had in
the seventies. They say that no school is obliged to join, and that of course
is true. But since the only forum available in which heads could share
information and concerns, and the only place to which they could go for
help, advice and the latest research on educational methods, has been
taken away, and only the SSAT is available to fill it, the SSAT has, whether
it wants it or not, awesome power. It is not compulsory for specialist
schools to join the SSAT, but 92% of them do so. 

The financial benefits of specialist status ensure the success of the
programme, judged by the numbers of schools that seek it. In 2006 there
were 2,380 specialist schools operating, three quarters of all secondary
schools, educating more than half of all secondary school pupils. The
government wants to see every secondary school becoming a specialist
school by next year, 2008.

Is there any reason to suppose that specialist status itself – as opposed
to the extra money and the ability to select up to 10 per cent of the intake –
improves a school’s performance? Here’s the considered verdict from RISE
– Research and Information on State Education:

“The current body of evidence about specialist schools is equivocal
about their impact. It is clear that the majority of specialist schools are
highly effective (four fifths of an Ofsted survey carried out in 2001 were
judged to be so). But whether this is due to their selection practices (overt
and covert), or to their being already highly effective in order to obtain
specialist status, is not clear. There is no proven causal link between the
improved performance of these schools and their specialist status.” 



But what about the assurances we have from successive secretaries of
state that specialist school status works miracles? The researchers say:
“Much of the evidence provided by Government has been inconclusive or
methodologically suspect.”(3)

In 2002 Professor David Jesson showed that specialist schools
produced slightly better results than nearby comprehensives, which is to be
expected given their higher level of funding, the fact that they had to fulfil
certain criteria in order to get to be specialist schools, and their entitlement
to select 10 per cent of their pupils on aptitude (even though many do not
take advantage of the latter). But is it right to argue the strengths of
specialist schools on the basis of exam results, rather than on what they
were achieving in their given field? Professor Stephen Gorard from Cardiff
University thinks not. “If people want specialist schools or faith schools,
they should argue their merits on the basis of their specialism or faith,” he
said. And there was no evidence that if, for example, a specialist arts school
opened in Merthyr Tydfil, it would be serving the needs of a community
particularly gifted in art, he added. 

The National Foundation for Educational Research (NFER) found this:
“Language and technology colleges performed slightly above the norm
(represented by non-specialist schools) on all GCSE and key stage 3
outcomes. Sports colleges were above the norm on most GCSE outcomes,
but at key stage 3 their performance was not significantly different from the
norm. Arts colleges were above the norm for English, below for
mathematics and science at both key stages….

“Specialist schools obtained outcomes above the norm at both GCSE
and key stage 3. At GCSE, ‘competing’ non-specialist schools obtained
outcomes mainly at or below the norm, which could imply that specialist
schools are succeeding to some extent at the expense of neighbouring non-
specialist schools. However, at key stage 3, co-existing non-specialist
schools performed as well as, or better than, schools in LEAs without
specialist schools.”(4)

These minimal improvements are the very least one would expect from
the additional public investment in specialist schools. In September last
year, researchers from Staffordshire University found that specialist
secondary schools are no better at raising standards than ordinary
comprehensives. One type of specialist school – the sports college –
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actually has a negative impact on pupils’ achievement (unsurprisingly, for
sports colleges inevitably have the feel of secondary modern schools
travelling under a euphemism). The £1 billion plus diverted into specialist
schools since 1997 provides little more than a “relabelling exercise”, the
researchers found. 

Professor Geoff Pugh of Staffordshire University said: “Additional
funding for specialist schools is no more effective than additional funding
for other state schools. A majority of schools are now specialist. They are
desperate to get their hands on any additional resources, whether or not
there’s actually a case for it.”

His team’s research concluded that the very modest improvement in
results shown in specialist schools is entirely accounted for by the extra
funding they receive. 

The study, which compared GCSE results with funding in English
schools between 1999 and 2004, found that extra money did improve
GCSE results, although the difference was “modest”. 

An extra £500 per pupil raised the proportion of students in a school
gaining five good GCSEs by 1.5 percentage points.(5)

Specialisms are largely chosen by sponsors, rather than by schools or by
local people. HSBC bank, for example, has chosen to sponsor 150 specialist
language colleges, and insists that they all teach Mandarin. The commercial
advantages of having more Mandarin speakers in Britain, especially to the
banking industry, are clear, but there is no proof at all that this will improve
the schools’ performance in other languages or that it will improve their
overall performance.

The fact is that many specialist schools took the status for the money,
and are not especially good, or especially well equipped, for teaching that
specialism. Even if they were, there is no proper evidence that being good at
teaching one subject improves overall teaching, except for the frequently
and persuasively expressed conviction of Sir Cyril that it does so.

1. Education and Skills Committee, 23 May 2007.
2. DfES – The Standards Site.
3. Frances Castle and Jennifer Evans of the Institute of Education, RISE report 2006.
4. Sandie Schagen, Deborah Davies, Peter Rudd and Ian Schagen, The Impact of Specialist and
Faith Schools on Performance, NFER, 2002. 
5. Evening Standard, 7 September 2007.
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Chapter Six:
What Sir Cyril
Leaves Behind

When I spoke to him, at the end of June 2007, Sir Cyril Taylor had not
given up the idea that he might be to Gordon Brown what he was to
Thatcher, Major and Blair. In fact, he was putting the last coat of gloss on
yet another bright idea to put to Brown and new schools secretary Ed Balls.
When specialist schools come up for redesignation, he thought they should
be asked to raise, say, £25,000 sponsorship. If they could raise it, the
government should then double match it, so putting in £50,000.

This is the sort of thing we could have expected had he survived in the
job: frenzied schemes to make schools more and more dependent on
sponsorship, to tie public investment more and more closely to meeting
sponsorship targets, and to disguise that fact that even Sir Cyril could not
get business to put worthwhile sums into the education system. 

It’s an arbitrary and inefficient way of deciding which schools should get
additional government funding, and it would intensify the tendency for
schools to become splendid new markets for fundraising consultants, on
whom too many schools are already wasting too much money. 

But Sir Cyril did not survive 2007, and it’s reasonable to hope we will
near no more of this idea. What is the post-Taylor SSAT going to look like?



What part will it play in our children’s education for the next decade? 
The SSAT is now a key part of the education landscape. If it ceased to

exist now, it would leave a huge gap. If you distance it from the hyperbole of
its founder, Sir Cyril Taylor, there remains a serious argument in its favour. 

It has friends in education way beyond those who think, as Sir Cyril
appears to do, that the way to improve schools is to place them in the care
of carpet magnate Lord Harris and have him telephoning the head from his
limousine for the attendance figures. It also has friends among people who,
like its chief executive Liz Reid, grew up in the sixties and seventies, still in
the shadow of the Attlee settlement, when we believed that education was
the route out of poverty and that the state was the means by which it could
be delivered

They are the SSAT’s friends because they now believe public opinion
changed so dramatically in the eighties that the old models could never be
sustained. The Attlee governments of 1945-51 made local authorities the
engine of the implementation of the 1944 Education Act and universal state
education. But today, they say that if we want the end, we must find
different means.

One experienced educationalist, close to the SSAT, who has been both a
teacher and a chief education officer, told me that the demise of local
education authorities was inevitable, that public opinion has turned
irrevocably against state funding and state running, and the SSAT has
picked up the pieces and saved universal state education. 

On this theory, schools were bound to become self-governing, and to be
forced to show willing and look for sponsorship, however meaningless and
worthless that sponsorship proved to be in practice. Schools also had to be
brought closer to the big companies which will one day employ their pupils.
But they continue to need a forum in which to exchange ideas, and a source
of advice and information, so that busy head teachers can be kept in touch
with the latest thinking. Enter the SSAT.

On this view, the SSAT is a key part of the new education landscape.
Though formally an independent charity, it is – though it rejects the
description – something like a local education authority for the whole
country. Or perhaps it is more like an umbrella body for LEAs, and the real
modern-day equivalents of LEAs are the big academy sponsors: the United
Learning Trust (ULT), Ark, the Vardy Foundation. These really do control
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their schools in the way that local authorities used to do, and they are
themselves advised, helped and monitored by the SSAT. 

ULT, the biggest, has nine academies and has agreement for a total of
20. This makes it the equivalent of a reasonable-size local education
authority. It controls its schools directly from its head office, where it makes
key strategic decisions about how its schools should be run, and to which
national officials of teaching trade unions make regular pilgrimages,
because they know that is where the decisions that matter to their members
are made.

So does the new dispensation work better than the old one? Are the
SSAT and the likes of ULT doing a better job than LEAs did?

There is less social mobility than there used to be. Those New Labour
politicians who rose from deprived backgrounds in the socially mobile
seventies – Alan Milburn, Alan Johnson – are now part of a system which
has pulled up the ladder they climbed, and made it far harder for young
people today to do what they did. As the then Liberal Democrat education
spokesman Sarah Teather put it in early 2007, “We have an education
system that traps people in a cycle of poverty.”

This makes it hard to argue that the present system, which has SSAT at
its apex, is better than the system that existed in the sixties and seventies,
when Milburn and Johnson were at school, with local education authorities
at its apex. 

It’s impossible to divorce the SSAT from the education system as it has
developed in the years since it began in 1987 as the CTC Trust. And this is
now a system with a bewildering array of different sorts of secondary
schools and a clear informal hierarchy. At the bottom of the heap – the
lowest-status schools with the lowest level of funding – are community
schools, still with a distant relationship with the local authority, and due to
disappear entirely, perhaps as early as this year. 

You progress upwards, via foundation schools and trust schools, to
academies, clearly intended to be at the top of the heap.

But the academies project as originally envisaged is dying. The signs of
its demise are as unmistakable as the signs of the demise of the CTCs
were in 1991, and are very similar, even though many new ones opened in
2007. 

The academies project will not be closed down with the brutal
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suddenness with which the Conservatives ended CTCs. More schools called
academies will be created. But most of the new academies will not have the
distinguishing marks of the original concept – except one: their governing
bodies will still have an inbuilt majority nominated by the sponsors, who
will be in firm control, and parents, teachers and local authority
representatives will continue to be reduced to the status of window
dressing.

They are dying for the same reason that CTCs died. Sir Cyril insisted, as
he did back in 1987, that we would be trampled in the rush of generous
private sector sponsors willing to put millions into educating the poorest
children. And he was wrong, just as he was wrong in 1987.

So here’s what is happening to academies.
First, local authorities are now sponsoring academies, in Kent and

Manchester among other places. In Kent, Paul Francis of the Kent
Messenger has, by diligent use of the Freedom of Information Act,
unearthed the startling fact that the county council is providing all or most
of the sponsorship money. Private sector sponsors like the expensive public

school Dulwich College are only
providing “help in kind” – in this
case, advice and expertise. Since
the whole idea was to get them out
of the dead hand of local
government, this is an
extraordinary retreat. 

Second, even where the local
authority is not a sponsor, the
sponsor is more often than not a
public sector organisation, using
public and not private money. Of

course Sir Cyril still claims credit for raising the money, but it is taxpayers’
money he is “raising,” or charitable money which is simply being diverted
from some other good cause. 

Sponsors include not just local authorities but universities, city
technology colleges and other public sector organisations. As taxpayers, we
are paying the SSAT to raise our own money from us and then present it to
us again with a flourish, like a magician pulling an egg from our coat.
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Third, the idea that academies were to replace failing schools and be
built in areas of educational deprivation has been quietly dropped.
Academies are created wherever a sponsor can be found and the local
authority can be persuaded, bullied or blackmailed into supporting the
idea. That is what was behind the change of name from “city academies” to
“academies”.

Fourth, there are to be no more big multi-million pound projects. Sir
Peter Lampl, multi-millionaire founder of the Sutton Trust, refused to put
money into academies at first because he thought the idea of putting huge
amounts of money into one school did nothing for education as a whole. He
has now come in – on the basis that he can sponsor a relatively modest
operation, costing a fraction as much.

Fifth, sponsors are no longer sponsors in the original sense. They no
longer have to put in a £2m capital contribution. The government
shoulders the whole cost of the new school. The sponsor simply owns and
controls it and, if he wishes, names it after himself. The sponsor is now
supposed to make annual contributions over a five-year period to a total of
£2m.

The city academy project, as originally envisaged, is dying, largely
because its premise – that business would spend significant sums
sponsoring schools – has proved false. 

This may not seem at first glance to be obvious. No government ever
says: “Sorry, that idea was a dud.” Gordon Brown disappointed many of his
supporters by pledging that they will continue. But Brown’s public
pronouncements can perhaps be seen in the same light as the covering fire
which the Education Secretary in 1998, Kenneth Clarke, provided for the
headlong retreat from CTCs in 1991. We saw in Chapter One that at the very
moment Clarke was killing them off, he was describing them as “one of the
most successful features of the government’s educational and inner cities
policies”.

When Gordon Brown became Prime Minister, he had not met Sir Cyril.
There had been no train journey to Darlington on which Sir Cyril could
work his magic. He had had one meeting with Ed Balls. For some time after
Balls’s appointment as schools secretary, Taylor was still waiting to find out
whether Balls would follow the example of all his predecessors since 1987,
and appoint Taylor as his adviser on specialist schools. He didn’t.
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Though Sir Cyril over-hyped the private sector cash he raised,
paradoxically his energy and enthusiasm have made it easier for the
government to put extra money into schools. When he talked persuasively,
as he often did, about how vital it is to put money into schools, it did not
matter that he could never produce the private sector largesse which he
insisted was there for the asking: for instead, he paved the way for more
public money to go in. That was not his intention, of course, but why should
those of us who think education ought to be the care of the state complain?

If governments had only had the sense to make use of Sir Cyril without
feeling the need to take all his ideas seriously, he might have contributed far
more. He has ten ideas every day. One of them is probably brilliant, but he
does not know which one. And neither, regrettably, did the ministers who
hung on his every word. 

Specialist schools were not one of the brilliant ones. It occurred to Sir
Cyril after the failure of CTCs and his successful tactical retreat to
technology colleges and it became government dogma. It was, and still is,
an unproven and almost certainly deeply flawed idea. As for CTCs and
academies, these were essentially the same very bad idea.

In the same way, if governments had only made proper use of business,
much good could have been done. If governments had been willing to take
such private sector cash as they could get, without handing schools over to
the donors to run, they could have gained a great deal for education. They
did not have to ignore the donors, many of whom might have had useful
things to say. They just had to stop treating donors’ views as though they
were holy writ. 

Private sector cash became a mantra, a dogma. Once the government
had publicly committed itself to raising named sums of money, and had to
raise them or look foolish, all the humiliating consequences were inevitable:
sleaze, as ministers felt obliged to offer whatever was necessary to leverage
the sums required; gifts in kind; money – as with the Partnership Fund –
that was really public sector money with private sector frills on; and even
“raising” public money instead of private money, from LEAs, universities
and other places.
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Chapter Seven:
The Future

Sir Cyril Taylor’s departure from the chair of the SSAT coincides with an
economic downturn. 2008 will be a hard year for fundraisers, and the
trickle of private sector money going into the SSAT could well dry up
entirely. It will also get much harder to raise money for school
sponsorship. 

So the pretence that the SSAT is leveraging private sector money will
become even harder to maintain; but it will also become less important.
Those who run the SSAT on a day-to-day basis – the Millbank SSAT, not
the Kensington one headed by Sir Cyril – are mainly interested in
education, not fundraising. They pay lip service to the deification of the
private sector, they talk the politically correct management jargon, but they
do not in their hearts have Sir Cyril’s limpid certainty that the solution to
every problem is to find a business guru. 

2008 will see the end of the process begun in 2001, when, by setting up
his Partnership Fund so that the state could provide sponsorship money,
the then Education Secretary Charles Clarke tacitly admitted that raising
money from business was not working. The money the government puts
into the Partnership Fund would, of course, be far better spent if it were



given directly to schools, rather than making schools go through a
complicated and expensive fundraising charade to get it. 

By the end of the year, the reality will have been tacitly recognised: that
sponsorship when it does come is frequently “in kind” in the form of such
things as free training and software, or the provision of “expertise”, and it is

frequently geared to the precise workforce
requirements of the sponsoring company,
rather than the educational requirements of
the students. The public purse provides
almost all the £36 million a year it costs to
keep SSAT running, with a tiny amount of
sponsorship as window-dressing. 

So I predict that the SSAT will quietly stop
pretending that public-spirited businesses pay

for it, or even pay a noticeable contribution – a pretence that Liz Reid has
always been visibly unhappy with. Now that John Bangs’s “two SSATs” are
no more, and there is only one, she will be free of the hype from Sir Cyril’s
Kensington office, which raised unrealistic expectations and obscured the
professional work done in the Millbank office.

She will also be relatively free of the “specialist” mantra. The flimsiness
of the evidence that specialisms raise standards is described in the previous
chapter. 

Take away the emphasis on sponsors, the elaborate pretence that
generous companies are contributing large sums to state education, and the
idea that specialisms are going to solve our educational problems, and what
have you got left? 

What you’ve got is an office, rather like a very large and reasonably
efficient local education authority in the sixties or seventies – say the Inner
London Education Authority, which was abolished by Margaret Thatcher –
containing mostly well-qualified people who provide a necessary service to
schools with reasonable professionalism and efficiency. 

It was always clear that if LEAs were abolished, they would have to be
reinvented. The SSAT is the nearest we have to that reinvention. Unless
LEAs are going to stage a comeback, which does not seem likely in the
foreseeable future, the SSAT, in some form or another, is likely to be there
for the long haul. And some time or another, the reality – that it is an arm

It was always
clear that if LEAs
were abolished,
they would have
to be reinvented.
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of government, not some sort of free spirit providing a voluntary service –
needs to be recognised. 

And once that is recognised, then we can start putting right the real
scandal – that it is unaccountable to those who pay for it and whom it is
designed to serve. Whatever the fault of LEAs, at least local people whom
they served could get rid of their leaders and instal new leaders. The board
of the SSAT, however, is – as described earlier – entirely self-selecting, and
it evaluates its own work. 

The SSAT, if it wishes to continue to have the power and influence that it
currently wields, will need to give up the pretence that it is a free-standing
educational trust; acknowledge that it is a part of government, spending
public money, taking decisions that affect the whole nation; and accept the
democratic accountability that goes with power.

The same applies to the schools it helps to manage. The move to
specialist and academy status is designed, in part, to squeeze out the
democracy in school governance. Elected parents, teachers and councillors
are replaced on governing bodies by nominees of the sponsor. In the case of
academies, the sponsor has an inbuilt majority and can do what he likes
with the school, regardless of the views of parents, teachers and local
people. Sir Peter Vardy, the United Learning Trust and the rest have
absolute control of their schools. You and I, as parents and taxpayers, pay
for them and send our children to be educated at them. What sort of
education they get, what moral and religious principles they are taught,
how they are taught – these decisions will be taken by whatever
industrialist or religious organisation sponsors the school.

In 2007, 82 per cent of all schools were fee-paying members of the SSAT,
and Sir Cyril wrote in the annual report: “We look forward to the day when
all English schools will have attained either specialist or academy status.” 

Sir Cyril’s departure makes it unlikely that this prediction will be
fulfilled, unless the definitions of specialist school and academy change
radically.

This is already happening with academies. As described in the last
chapter, they are falling back on local authorities and other public sector
organisations as sponsors; they no longer replace failing schools and are no
longer necessarily built in areas of educational deprivation; academy
projects are small-scale and the structure of sponsorship has been radically
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changed. Recent academies are often strategies whereby struggling private
schools can buy themselves a new lease of life at the taxpayer’s expense.

In July 2007 Ed Balls took a very cautious step towards making them
take some notice of local people. Subsequently, the Number Ten Delivery
Unit was told to review their performance. It is not taking any external
evidence at all, and those people and organisations who thought they had
something to offer have been firmly told to keep their opinions to
themselves, but the mere fact of the review is the sort of cautious signal the
Brown government sends up when it is thinking about dumping a Blairite
dogma and hoping no one will notice.

Ed Balls moves carefully because, as the Guardian’s political editor
Michael White puts it, the Tories “are keen to promote the narrative that
Gordon Brown and his loyal lieutenant are actively rolling back the better
bits of Blairism.” So, naturally, Ed Balls’s Conservative shadow Michael
Gove called Balls a “saboteur of reform” for commissioning his review of
the performance of city academies.(1) Those of us who hope for a better
future for our schools can only hope that Gove is right. 

The practices involved in setting them up are increasingly seen as
uacceptable. They were succinctly described by Peter Mortimore, former
director of the London Institute of Education, as: “Forcing academies on
unwilling school communities, permitting the sponsors to act furtively
through confidential negotiations and the waiving of legal obligations that
normally apply to schools.”(2) 

The specialist idea will be overtaken by another one in due course. It was
never much more than a way for Sir Cyril to get out from under the
embarrassment of the failure of CTCs.

Meanwhile there are signs that the Brown government is moving,
though slowly and with maddening caution, towards a less top-down vision
of education. In January 2008, Ed Balls as quietly as possible put an end to
Tony Blair’s huge expansion of faith schools. This does not directly affect
academies, but it does suggest that the dominant role played in academies
by Christian organisations will be less welcome to the Brown government
than it was to the Blair government. 

This is partly why some old-model academies are being forced through
with extraordinary single-mindedness and bureaucratic brutality. There
may not be much time left.
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Existing specialist schools and early-model academies will linger on, just
as the 15 existing CTCs lingered on for years after the project was killed off.
But fashions change, and there is movement. I do not expect anyone to say,
“that idea was a dud.” But expect a new name for the SSAT before 2010.

1. The Guardian, 6 November, 2007.
2. The Guardian, 14 November, 2007.
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The Specialist Schools and Academies Trust (SSAT) is probably the
most powerful organisation in British education. 

It’s the engine of government policy on academies and trust schools.
It has many of the powers and responsibilities which used to be
exercised by local education authorities. 

Schools cannot afford to ignore it, and the all-powerful big sponsors
who now own and control chains of state-supported schools throughout
the country, like the United Learning Trust, both support it and report
to it. It had the ear of three Prime Ministers (Thatcher, Major and Blair)
and its founder and chairman, Sir Cyril Taylor, was the adviser to all
their Education Secretaries. 

Yet those whose lives it touches – teachers, pupils, parents, everyone
who has anything to do with schools – have no way of influencing it. It
is not accountable to anyone, and there is no democratic input into its
decision-making. In its twenty-first year, and its first without Sir Cyril,
the Trust is now being held to account for the first time.
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