Established Academies: Still No Evidence of Better Performance

My previous posts indicate that, contrary to government claims, academies do no better than other state schools and in some comparisons do worse. The Department for Education (DfE) press office response has been to state the analysis is unfair because some of the academies converted very recently and so the figures could reflect their previous status. They suggested a fair comparison would be one in which, for the students taking GCSEs last year, they will have had their entire secondary experience in the Academy.

The DfE has kindly supplied data on the dates at which each school became an academy. There are 46 schools which had become academies by 2006 and so had held that status for five years by last summer. We know that academies are more likely to use GCSE equivalents (such as BTECs) and so I have compared them on the GCSE-only measure, with schools of similar levels of disadvantage:

Comparing Established Academies, Created Five Years or More Ago


Now these academies have had millions of pounds, often tens of millions, spent on them. But there is no evidence of better performance. In two of the three categories the non-academies perform better, in one the academies do slightly better. Is this the evidence on which thousands of schools across the country are being encouraged or forced to become academies?

Now some will say that academies have done well to draw level, or nearly level, with non-academies as it was the worst performing schools who tended to be converted. So let’s compare the increase in schools where in 2008 (the earliest years for which figures are provided in the DfE data) the % achieving 5 GCSEs including English and Maths was below 35%.

Let us focus on that one category in which academies were slightly ahead, the most disadvantaged schools, those with more than 40% on free school meals (FSM).

Comparing Schools with GCSE Results Below 35% in 2008
Now this is an interesting comparison. Faced with poorly performing schools in areas of high disadvantage some local authorities choose to convert to academies, partly encouraged by the high levels of funding provided by central government. Some decided instead to use their own more limited resources and seek to improve them as local authority schools.



The academies did indeed improve strongly, going from 23.6% to 42.2% (an increase of 18.6%) in terms of the numbers achieving 5 GCSEs including English and Maths. It is a remarkable turn around.

However exactly the same happened for those schools which were not converted, despite receiving less funding. Their results went from 24.3% to 43.4% (an increase of 19.1%). The non academies did as well and, indeed, very slightly better in their growth.

Those figures include equivalents. If we remove equivalents, we find again that non academies did slightly better (30.6% against 28.4% getting the 5 GCSEs including English and Maths).

Conclusion: Established Academies Do No Better
We are in the midst of a massive experiment in the education of our children. Billions of pounds have been spent on the academy model, in the belief that it will provide better schools and better results. However, when the DfE data is examined in detail, the evidence disappears. Despite the massive amounts spent, non academies have performed at least as well.

That is the real success story that should be being told. Schools in our most deprived areas are recording huge improvements and it makes little difference whether they are academies or not. Indeed, given the massive investment in the academy programme, it is remarkable that non-academies come anywhere near to doing as well as academies never mind – as the data indicates – do a little bit better.

Data Notes
In previous posts I have divided the schools into five levels by disadvantage. I have used just three here because of the smaller numbers involved. (On the old division one of the categories would have included only 1 academy.)

The other FSM ranges (for schools with less than 35% 5 A-C EM in 2008) show a similar pattern as the 40%+ FSM category examined here. For 20%-40% FSM, results in both academies and non academies grew by 16% between 2008 and 2011. Both fell back by 12% when equivalents were taken out. For 0%-20%, results for both types of school again grew by 16% between 2088 and 2011 but the sample is very small – just 3 academies.

As the GCSE data in the DfE data release starts in 2008, I did want to go on to analyse the performance of academies created in 2008. However, for reasons that are unclear, none of these schools have figures for their 2008 GCSE results.
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