Academy sponsor defends high pay and high expectations

Bruce Liddington, boss of the academy sponsor E-Act, outlines his mission 'to improve the lot of the most-deprived children', his plans for expansion and the rationale behind his very high salary
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Sir Bruce Liddington, director-general of E-Act, who appears to be rowing back from his prediction of a 'super-chain' of 250 academies. Photograph: Frank Baron for the Guardian

Life has been good to Sir Bruce Liddington. He has come a long way from his roots in a working-class area of Wellingborough, Northamptonshire, where his father was a stonemason and his mother worked in a shoe factory. At 62, the director-general of E-Act (formerly Edutrust Academies Charitable Trust), sitting in his London West End office, looks healthy, well-fed and pleased with himself. So he should. One of New Labour's poster boys, he is often said to be the highest-paid person in education, which is not strictly true since a few university vice-chancellors get more. But the latest published accounts of E-Act, which has charitable status, reveal a pay package of £280,017 in the year to 31 August 2010 – nearly twice what Michael Gove, the education secretary, receives – not bad for a job that involves responsibility for just 14 academies and free schools and an annual budget of less than £60m.

Empire building
It seems, however, that Liddington's job is not so much to run a handful of schools as to build an empire. E-Act will have at least 10 more schools by next September and, earlier this year, Liddington told a newspaper it planned to open a "super-chain" of 250 within five years, making it bigger than all but a handful of local education authorities. He is now oddly coy about this perhaps hubristic projection, saying he isn't sure the E-Act board ever agreed to 250 and it just wanted "responsible growth".

Last December, a new company, E-Act Enterprises, was formed. It will sell "intellectual property" and services such as school improvement, and possibly set up fee-paying schools abroad. The company can make profits, but 100% of these, Liddington says, "will be ploughed back into our English academies", providing extra funding for scholarships, prizes, staff and experiences for pupils. "This is the 21st-century form of academy sponsorship," he adds. He tells me that selling services to E-Act itself is "not on the cards". Will he, as one of two directors, receive pay from E-Act Enterprises? "Absolutely and totally no." Does he think companies running academies should themselves be allowed to make profits? "We have no public position on this but, personally, I think it's inevitable if the government continues to develop its intervention in schools. Existing chains don't have the capacity to upscale."

All this is regarded with a certain wariness by other academy providers. The education world is uncomfortable with words such as "profit" and "expansion" and academy and free school supporters sense that E-Act and its director-general are slightly off-message.

Perhaps this explains why Liddington's tone is so determinedly non-confrontational. For example, I ask for E-Act's unique selling point, the single thing that distinguishes it from other academy chains. "That's difficult without implying that other academy chains are less good," he says. After much hesitation, he continues: "We are relentless in seeking the highest levels of attainment where attainment levels have been extremely low before. Our purpose is to improve the lot of the poorest and most deprived children in this country. Most of our schools are in deprived areas and we are considerably above average in the number of our children with special educational needs."

You might expect Liddington to be an eloquent critic of local authorities' shortcomings and a proselytiser for the private sector, particularly since, when he worked at the Department for Education, he played a leading role in getting academies launched. But again he is cautious. "It's a complete myth that local authorities do nothing about failing schools. They have sought to intervene. But we still have some schools that aren't at the required level, so something else has to be tried. I don't have a council to run or potholes to worry about. So we can be very focused. We're able to function very efficiently. We top-slice 5%. That's considerably less than almost all LEAs top-sliced five years ago, and still less than most do now."

That may be so, but it doesn't mean much unless you know exactly what E-Act provides. Its schools get financial, human resources, IT and other such services, but E-Act doesn't, for example, employ special needs advisers, as local authorities usually do. As a proportion of budget, Liddington's pay must be several multiples higher than that of any local authority chief executive, and E-Act employs 10 others earning at least £100,000 a year. I ask him to justify his pay packet, the size of which he professes not to know. "This is an organisation at the cutting edge," he replies. "I know, as chief executive, that I have to be creative about getting good people here, and you have to look at the market and decide what you have to pay. It's not up to me to decide what I'm paid. It's a matter for the board who invited me to show an interest in the job."

What of the expenses (Liddington claimed £14,075 in 2009-10, according to the accounts) that attracted press comment last year, with allegations that he and other directors used "chauffeur-driven … limousines" to visit academies? "I run a four-year-old car and don't drive often," says Liddington. "Most of our academies are on the West Coast Main Line and I use that. There are no limos." He inadvertently claimed a large bill for two nights in a posh Birmingham hotel but, after the receipts were leaked, paid it back. "We have the most austere travel and hospitality that exists. We use Skype so we don't have to travel so much."

Liddington attended Wellingborough grammar school, where his ambition was to be a railway chef "because I liked cooking and I liked trains". But he "ached" to go to university and became the first in his family to do so. Between completing A-levels and starting at London University's Queen Mary College (as it then was), he taught at the local boys' secondary modern – "you didn't need a qualification; it was the gap year of my generation" – and enjoyed it so much he resolved to be a teacher.

After taking first-class honours in English, he did his PGCE at King's College, Cambridge, where one visiting speaker was the late Sir Alec Clegg, chief education officer of Yorkshire's West Riding and among the most prominent educational figures of the day. Clegg believed schools should pursue "the education of the spirit … the child's loves and hates … hopes and fears". It doesn't sound very New Labour but Liddington was inspired to teach in Conisbrough, a deprived mining community in the West Riding. "Professionally," says Liddington "I've always been attracted to kids who've had a hard time in life." Was he very leftwing as a young man? "I was quite leftwing. I wore jeans with holes and long hair. I was chairman of my Labour party ward. But that was as far as it went."

He was, he says, less inspired by Clegg's ideas at the end of three years in Conisbrough. "There were very low levels of aspiration and I found that frustrating." He did an MA at Washington State University in the US, where he met his wife, a teacher who later switched to employment law and became a judge.

He re–turned to become a head of department and then a deputy head. He didn't want a headship "because it was scary" and applied to HMI. But the inspectorate turned him down, so he became a head after all, at Northampton school for boys, a former grammar school fallen on hard times, with only 9% of pupils achieving five GCSEs at A-C. His success in turning the school round made his reputation and secured a knighthood in 2000.

"E-Act embodies what I did there. One teacher said working for me was like being on one long in-service training course. Poor performance is not acceptable to me. I don't do poor performance myself and I don't see why anyone else should." Every E-Act school principal is set a target of improving GCSE results by 10% a year. He has little patience with those who argue that, in some circumstances, failure is inevitable. "People ask if poverty has an impact on school achievement. I say of course it does, unless you do something about it."

Under him, Northampton grammar opted out of local authority control and became grant-maintained. I await an exposition of the liberationist case and examples of LEA oppression. But again he shies away. "I never fell out with the LEA. The school was heavily supported by the county council." The governors were sympathetically inclined to a Thatcher government policy, "but, for 18 months, I said I thought we were OK with the local authority". He was "eventually persuaded" that opting out "was the right thing to do".

He left Northampton to work part-time at the education department in 2000, advising on performance management. He switched to advising on academies – "I was involved in all the practical stuff about getting them off the ground" – before becoming a full-time civil servant and then, from 2006, the schools commissioner. "My job was to be the national champion for choice."

Bullied out?
He left to go to E-Act in 2009, a move that attracted criticism, though he acted within the rules. Barry Sheerman, then children's select committee chairman, suggested he was "bullied out" by the Labour secretary of state Ed Balls who wanted to row back on academies. Liddington protests, perhaps too much, that Balls was "courteous, intelligent and fascinating to work for" and argues that Sheerman and Balls, being from different generations, use the word "bully" in different senses. Did he have disagreements with Balls? "No, I was a senior civil servant. You don't disagree with ministers."

Yes, there was an ironic tone and a faint smile. Liddington says that, unlike his father, he has never done anything with his hands. But he is a practical man all the same who knows how to get things done, which is not by rocking boats or sticking your neck out too far. "On the surface, a quintessential Sir Humphrey figure," was how one prominent educational figure summed him up. "But he seems to have his own agenda, and I'm not sure what it is."

