Academy schools 'inflate results with easy qualifications'

The Government's flagship academy schools have been accused of shifting pupils onto inferior courses to dramatically inflate their GCSE results.
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Research suggests academies – independent state schools, free of local council interference – are more likely to use “easy” vocational qualifications than ordinary comprehensives. An analysis of official league tables shows that more than two-thirds of the schools were overly reliant on GCSE “equivalent” courses last year. It comes just days after the Government criticised schools for using poor-quality qualifications as an alternative to GCSEs to artificially inflate their headline scores. The conclusions could prove embarrassing for ministers who have regularly used academies' results as proof that they perform better than the national average – a key plank of their drive to extend academy status to thousands of other schools.

Dr Terry Wrigley, a visiting professor at Leeds Metropolitan University and editor of the journal Improving Schools, accused many academies of making “excessive” use of equivalent qualifications. "This seriously inflates the attainment figures for academies, compared with all schools nationally, creating a false impression that they are successful," he told the BBC. Currently, secondary school league tables list pupils' results in GCSEs and alternative qualifications that are converted to give an equivalent score. Some courses in subjects such as information and communication technology (ICT) are worth the same as four GCSEs. But it is feared that the tables create “perverse incentives” by encouraging schools to push pupils onto courses simply to boost their results.

This week, Michael Gove, the Education Secretary, announced that more than 3,000 courses would be cut from league tables in 2014 to clamp down on the practice. But Dr Wrigley suggested that academies were more likely to play the system than normal community comprehensives. He analysed the performance of 269 academies listed in the 2011 league tables – comparing them with remaining secondary schools. In all schools, 59.1 per cent of pupils gained five decent grades, including English maths, in both GCSEs and equivalent qualifications. This total dropped to 53.2 per cent when equivalent courses were stripped out – a fall of six percentage points.

But in academies alone, results fell from 50.1 per cent to just 38.3 per cent when equivalents were removed – almost double the size of the gap registered for all schools. It also emerged that some two-thirds of academies – 183 – saw their results fall by more than six percentage points, the national average. Dr Wrigley told the BBC: "We have got Michael Gove pushing massively for academies and now even primary schools are being pushed into becoming academies. At the same time as scrapping these equivalents for league table purposes, he is relying on these results as part of his argument that academies are better. He can't hold on to both policies now. He has gone a lot further than the previous government in pushing schools into academy status."

A Department for Education spokesman said: "The vast majority of academies in these statistics are sponsored academies transforming previously underperforming schools and serving some of the most deprived communities, and so they initially concentrate on improving the basics. However, if you look at the major sponsors, there is a clear trend that once academies have been opened and established they move to more academic subjects."

The Government said other academies still had high results - with and without equivalent courses. Mossbourne Academy in Hackey saw 76 per cent of students leave school with five good GCSEs, compared with 82 per cent when equivalents are added. Walthamstow Academy, which is backed by the United Learning Trust, one of the biggest academy sponsors, saw results only slip marginally from 53 per cent to 52 per cent when equivalents were removed.

