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The recent White Paper and its 
supplementary report ‘The case for a 
fully trust-led system’ are perhaps the 
clearest evidence yet that academisation 
has failed.  

They reveal a litany of shortcomings 
within the education system that show 
that all the fundamental problems of 
English education – the long tail of 
achievement, the impact of poverty and 
underfunding on outcomes, the lack of 
inclusion for SEND and other minority 
groups, the inequality in admissions and 
exclusions and perhaps most importantly, 
the lack of clarity on the aims of education 
– all remain.  

 Of course, some academies are 
successful, just as some maintained 
schools are! Some trusts are more 
successful than others, just as some Local 
Authorities are more successful. But as a 
system, academisation has failed. This is 
what the White Paper says: 

The system that has evolved over the past 
decade is messy and often confusing. 
Schools, trusts and local authorities have 
unclear – and often overlapping – roles and 
responsibilities…  

This confusion can have damaging 
consequences for children, especially the 
most disadvantaged and 
vulnerable. We need a 
stronger and fairer system…  

It is worth remembering 
Adonis and Blair argued that 
academisation was the 
solution to underperforming 
schools. Gove took the 
rhetoric to another level 
when he argued that academies and free 
schools were part of a ‘supply side 
revolution’ to create a market in education 
that would drive up standards across the 
board. They also routinely pretended that 
academisation was about social justice.  

We never accepted the argument that 
academisation was about improving 
anything – except perhaps for CEO wages. 
From the outset, the AAA argued it was 

form of privatisation and deregulation. 
The hedge-fund speculators and 
carpetbaggers who jumped in early 
certainly hoped it would lead to creating 
profitable enterprises. Fortunately, that 
largely hasn’t happened although there 
have been some disgraceful financial 
scandals and there are still obscene levels 
of pay for some trust CEOs.  

It is arguable that we are now at turning 
point. Tim Brighouse and Mick Waters 
suggest in their recent report ‘About Our 
Schools’ that: 

‘The marketisation, 
centralisation and 
managerialism of the last age 
has served its purpose but it has 
now run its course’.  

Their report is an extensive 
account of the views of the 
education establishment (what 
Gove called the ‘blob’). As Gus John points 
out in his review (see inside pages) they 
should have looked further afield and 
listened to more diverse voices to build a 
better more accurate critique. 
Nevertheless, veteran education 
campaigner Fiona Millar has described it 
as a ‘call to arms’. In the context of the 
White Paper, ‘About Our Schools’ should 

become a valuable weapon. It 
has a very strong section on 
how the system could be 
improved.  

The Tory solution to the 
current ‘mess’ is more of the 
same! Amidst the dodgy 
statistics and overblown 
rhetoric, there is no 

real substance to the White 
Paper beyond having full 
academisation by 2030. There 
are hints at a new 
regulatory framework to 
replace funding 
agreements. But 
shamelessly, nothing is 
planned to control 
excessive CEO payments.  

This means there is an urgent need to 
regroup, refocus and build new coalitions 
to challenge this Tory agenda. The case for 
a fully trust-led system is bogus. We have 
seen enough of neoliberal markets across 
the public sector. We know already that 
they only really work for the 1%. This 
generation have already suffered enough 
under Covid. They do not need another 
decade of mess and confusion.  

The English education system was 
always designed to be unequal. It created 

different types of school to 
facilitate different levels of 
access to resources and 
aspirations. There was a brief 
period – the comprehensive 
era – where this was 
challenged. But since the 
1988 Education Reform Act, 
successive reforms have 

pursued ‘excellence’ in education whilst 
maintaining or creating new complex 
layers of inequality. There has been an 
assumption that you can have excellence 
without equality. This is crudely reflected 
in the slogan ‘standards not structures’.  

The idea that structures don’t matter or 
that parents don’t care about structures is 
beyond patronising. I am sure the parents 
of Child Q are wondering how the current 
structures failed their daughter so 
grievously.  

As Pasi Salhberg never ceases to point 
out, if you want an education system with 
high quality and high equality you need to 
design it to function that way! English 

education is designed for high quality 
and inequality. Structures do 

matter. That’s why we need to 
forge a new coalition for 

excellence and equality in 
education.  

There can be no place 
for academisation in a 
system designed to 
deliver excellence and 
equality. Another 
education is possible. n

‘We never accepted 
the argument that 
academisation was 
about improving 
anything – except 
perhaps CEO wages.’

‘The case for a fully 
trust-led system is 
bogus. We have seen 
enough of neoliberal 
markets across the 
public sector.’
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Through different eyes
Tim Brighouse and Mick Waters have 
brought their vast experience of schooling 
and education to this important study of 
education policymaking and schooling 
practice over the last 45 years.  

I have engaged with the schooling system 
in Britain since I was a student of Theology 
in Oxford in 1964, becoming the first 
African director of education in 1989 
following Margaret Thatcher’s abolition of 
the Inner London Education Authority.  
I am proud to be numbered among the 
builders of the Black Education Movement 
and the Black Supplementary/Saturday 
School movement. Given my experience of 
British schooling in just shy of 60 years,  
I find it both astonishing and deeply 
disappointing that these two education 
luminaries could produce 600 pages of 
analysis and critique of education policy 
and schooling structure, governance and 
practice as if the demography of Britain has 
not changed since the 1944 Education Act. 

Much is made of James Callaghan’s 
landmark speech at Ruskin College in 1976. 
This was also the year in which parliament 
passed the 1976 Race Relations Act, that 
placed duties upon schools including the 
duty not to discriminate on 
racial grounds. In the 
decade before Callaghan’s 
speech, black communities 
up and down the land were 
campaigning about the 
disproportionate number 
of black children, especially those who had 
joined biological parents from the 
Caribbean and South America, who were 
being wrongly assessed as educationally 
subnormal and sent to ESN schools. In 1971, 
Bernard Coard wrote his seminal, 
pugnacious little book, How the West Indian 
Child is made educationally subnormal in the 
British Schooling system. In that book, 
Coard demonstrated how assessment tests, 
biased on the axis of race and of class, were 
being widely used to ruin such 
children’s life chances and snuff 
out their own and their parents’ 
high aspirations. 

In the intervening 50 years, 
black children in schools have 
come to be associated with 
underachievement and poor 
outcomes, problems of behaviour 
and discipline and school 
exclusion. Typically, black children 
and boys in particular have been 
excluded six times more than their 

white counterparts. As such, black school 
students have been at the centre of the 
debate about standards in urban schooling. 

Successive governments introduced 
various funding measures to assist schools 
in tackling the problem of black students’ 
underachievement, including Section 11 
funding, ethnic minority achievement 
grants and funding for Aim Higher 
initiatives. Tim Brighouse, as head of 
London Challenge, commissioned the 
Institute of Education to run a headship 
development programme for black middle 
managers, in a positive action effort to 
increase the lamentable number of black 

headteachers and senior 
managers in London’s 
schools. That very 
successful programme 
run by Rosemary 
Campbell-Stephens and 
her team, including me, 

does not get a mention in the book. 
Nor do academics such as John Rex, 

Robert Moore, Barry Troyna, Sally 
Tomlinson, Audrey Osler, David Gillborn, 
Dawn Gill and many more who made 
education, schooling and race their 
specialism over the period the book covers. 

Kenneth Baker’s record as education 
secretary is discussed especially in the 
context of the 1988 Education Reform Act. 
In September 1986, Ahmed Iqbal Ullah was 
murdered by a boy of his same age at 

Burnage High School in South 
Manchester. Ian Macdonald 
(who became a QC in 1988), led a 
commission of inquiry into that 
murder and we as 
commissioners wrote the book 
Murder in the Playground – the 
report of the Macdonald Inquiry 
into racism and racial violence in 
Manchester schools. We made 
strenuous efforts to get Kenneth 

Baker and people in government to 

heed the lessons of Burnage and use the 
upcoming Education Reform Act to make 
some unequivocal statements about 
schooling and race. Not only did Baker 
decline to meet with Ian Macdonald, he also 
refused to place Murder in the Playground in 
the House of Commons library. 

This, no less than the lack of mention of 
schooling and race in About Our Schools, is 
clear evidence that no government since 
1944 was prepared to place race and what 
Bikhu Parekh called ‘The Future of Multi-
ethnic Britain’ on its political and policy 
agenda. It is pretty telling that none of the 
former secretaries of state interviewed for 
the book is reported by the authors as saying 
anything about race and 
schooling. Yet, the glaring 
crisis in British social 
policy is that race remains 
the elephant in the room 
and the current 
government has managed 
to recruit the likes of Kemi Badenoch to 
stroke its underbelly. 

The book deals excellently with Special 
Educational Needs and Disabilities and 
demonstrates how funding for SEND 
provision is manipulated by schools. This is 
the only context in which the Equality Act 
2010 is mentioned, especially with regard to 
the legal duty to make reasonable 
adjustments. Exclusion is mentioned, as is 
the destructive and wasteful impact of it, 
but nothing is said about the scandalous 
number of black boys, mixed heritage 
children, looked after and SEND children 
that, according to the government’s own 
statistics, are excluded every year. 

Whatever else schooling is for, it must 
surely be to equip all children, of whatever 
ethnicity and background, with the 
knowledge, skills, understanding and 
aptitudes to build a future Britain, one not 
steeped in the legacy of empire, but would 
break the mould and bear the hallmark of 
equity, fairness and justice for all. 

The book appears to see Multi Academy 
Trusts and academisation as an irreversible 
and inevitable shape of schooling provision. 
The government has encouraged and 
enabled academies to adopt ‘zero tolerance’ 
policies governing behaviour and discipline, 
uniform codes and the rest and is 
apparently unconcerned about the massive 
scale of exclusion in academies. As the 
Runnymede Trust and others have 
evidenced, few academies concern 
themselves with the Public Sector Equality 
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Duty of the Equality Act 2010 and even 
fewer publish race equality objectives, 
despite the well-known racial disparities 
that are spread across schooling and 
education, from staffing, to curriculum, to 
schooling outcomes. The book does not even 
begin to give consideration to any of this. 

Given the fractured schooling system the 
authors identify, the book says very little 
about what schooling is for and why the 
system is now structured to confine 
excluded students to a twin track called 
alternative provision. The book is actually 
about the Westminster education bubble 
and the vagaries of one secretary of state 
after another. It signally fails to address 
questions such as: Who and what is 
schooling and education for? What is its 
societal purpose? Who is being taught and 
by whom? What is being taught and what are 
the types of knowledge production and 
validation that are being endorsed by the 

schooling system? What are the 
aspirations of the communities 
from which children come to 
school and are those 
differentiated by dynamic factors 
such as class, race, poverty and 
belonging?  

Though the book received 17 fulsome 
endorsements from the great and the good 
in education, government policy and 
academic circles, not one of those 17 has 
remarked on the scandal, never mind the 
oddity, of a study of that calibre not 
addressing the issue of race and education, 
save for four paragraphs in a discussion 
about keeping children safe. 

The book reads like the long-awaited 
review of an exclusive private members’ 
club in which members and their guests 
have been perennially talking to one another 
about their exploits over the last four 
decades, from politicians, to policymakers, 
to civil servants and school practitioners. 

The bibliography lists a number of Acts of 
Parliament, mainly to do with education and 
children. The 1976 Race Relations Act, the 
Race Relations (Amendment) Act 2000 and 
the Equality Act 2010 are not in that list.  

The monochrome approach the book 
takes to schooling, as if it is not a constant 
site of struggle in respect of race and class, to 
name but two, suggests that these two 
eminent authors are either oblivious of or 
indifferent to the struggles of generations of 
black communities to get schools to give 
black children and all children their 
educational entitlement and to focus on the 
impact of empire and colonialism on white 
Britain’s understanding and definition of 
itself, so that generations of black folk yet 
unborn would not have the seemingly 
endless task of resisting the toxicity of the 
racism that continues to define Britain. n

Many supporters of 
academisation will claim 
that the march towards 
all schools leaving their 
local authorities is 
somehow irresistible: 
that within a few years 
all will be within chains. 
Do not believe it.  

In fact, official 
government data show 
that the rate of 
academisation has been 
slowing markedly, and 
that this was the case 
even before the 
pandemic. In reality, to 
achieve ministers’ 
ambition of having all 
state-funded schools in 
England within MATs by 
2030, a huge increase in 
conversion rates will be 
needed. 

It is true that the 
number of academies in 
England has, at the time 
of writing, almost broken 
through the 10,000 
barrier, at 9,887 as of 1st 
March. Yet this is still 
well short of half of all 
schools in England, 12 
years after all were given 
the opportunity to leave 
their local authorities.  

In order for all of 
England’s 22,000 schools 
to be academies by 2030, 
annual conversion rates 
from now will need to be 
substantially higher, on 
average, than they have 
ever been in any year, 

since the first academies 
opened in 2002. 

In 2012-13, the number 
of academies grew by 
1,156 – seemingly 
spurred by secondary 
schools deciding, in the 
early years of the 
coalition government, 
that there was a financial 
benefit to the status. 

This is the highest 
annual figure yet 
recorded for new 
academisations. 
However, some 1,520 
schools will need to 
convert, per year, from 
now on to achieve 
ministers’ strange all-
academy goal.  

But, of course, 
ministers do not just 
want all schools to be 
academies, but all to be 
within MATs. This 
makes the ambition even 
tougher to achieve, with 
nearly 1,500 schools 
which are currently in 
single-academy trusts 
also needing to join 
MATs, on top of the 
conversion figures as 
described above. 

This raises questions 
not just about whether 
there are sufficient trusts 
ready to take on such 
schools, but also whether 
the system is ready to 
cope with bureaucratic 
load associated with so 
many structural changes. 
MPs recently pointed out, 
too, that there are likely 
to be “orphan schools” – 
perhaps especially 

relatively costly rural 
primaries – that no MAT 
will want to take on. 

In recent years, the 
number of new 
academies has been 
falling steadily. From a 
recent peak of 1,124, in 
2017-18, subsequent 
annual figures read 929, 
643, 403 and 393. It is 
true that the last two of 
those have been since the 
covid pandemic began, 
with structural change 
much less likely to have 
been a priority for 
governing bodies. But the 
figure of 643 new 
academies in 2019 was 
still clearly much lower 
than the peak. 

In summary, then, the 
DfE’s ambition is a tough 
ask, especially if you 
consider that, for 
ministers, the low-
hanging fruit of 
governing bodies open to 
the idea of conversion is 
no longer available: all 
have had more than a 
decade to choose to 
academise, yet have yet 
to do so.  

It seems likely that 
many governing bodies 
will have been waiting for 
the schools white paper 
to decide whether or not 
to seek conversion. But 
will that paper deliver 
the game-changer for 
ministers that they so 
clearly need, given the 
stalling annual 
conversion numbers?  
I would not bet on it. n

The government’s 
faltering drive
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The chart shows the total number of academies in the January of each year, with the 
orange column showing the total number of state-funded schools in England. Source: DfE
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Newvic: academisation can be beaten

Academisation plans 
were fought off by NEU 
members at Newham 
Sixth Form College 
(Newvic) thanks to a well 
organised union group 
and support from the 
local community. Staff 
took 12 days of strike 
action to halt the plans 
and keep the college 
rooted in the community. 

Ahead of action taken 
by staff, the college 
underwent several 
restructures, designed at 
promoting efficiency and 
cost saving. The 
principal later 
announced that the 
college governors had 
been exploring 
academisation, and pro-
academisation 
comments by the 
government were taken 
as a green light to 

attempting to set up a 
multi-academy trust. 

This would have been 
disastrous for the local 
community, as more 
schools would have been 
taken out of local control. 

Staff never trusted the 
intentions of college 
leaders and this kept 
them unified during the 
strike. Despite 
assurances that terms 
and conditions wouldn’t 
be affected, staff had 
seen the warning signs of 
potential change 
worsening conditions 

under academisation: 
increased workload, poor 
and unfair management 
practices, use of 
consultants and 
diminished staff voice- 
all this pointed to a 
deterioration of working 
and learning conditions. 
Staff took time to 
educate themselves on 
academisation and saw 
how the main benefits 
appeared greater salaries 
for senior staff and 
poorer working and 
learning conditions for 
educators and students 

as the main outcomes. 
The experience of other 
recently academised 
schools in the area, with 
strict accountability 
regimes for staff and 
students showed what 
could be in store. 

Newvic also has a 
unique role in the local 
area, offering a diverse 
and inclusive 
curriculum. Recent cuts 
to arts and humanities 
subjects, and 
restructuring inclusive 
learning again cleared 
the path to a more 

selective college, exactly 
what the local 
community doesn’t need. 
A strong sentiment of the 
strike was that staff 
wanted to stand up for 
the inclusive nature of 
the college. 

Ultimately, staff taking 
action saved the college. 
They also had great 
support from the local 
community, local 
campaigners and local 
trade unions during the 
strike. Sticking together 
was really important and 
having lively picket lines 
and rallies, where 
messages of support 
were read out, boosted 
morale. Students joining 
the picket lines was a 
huge help too, as well as 
messages from 
sympathetic parents. 
Standing together helped 
win a famous victory, and 
shows that 
academisation can be 
beaten. n

by the Newvic  
NEU Group 
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