Too many senior staff in academies?

Academies are stuffed with senior staff on large salaries. Wouldn't taxpayers' money be better spent on class teachers? 
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Leigh Technology Academy in Dartford is divided into four mini-schools each with its own principal and vice-principal

Becoming a headteacher was once regarded as the pinnacle of an education career. No longer. Now young high-fliers can set their sights on becoming a school's executive principal, its executive director or even its chief executive.

The more modestly ambitious don't have to settle for a humble classroom job. Positions to consider include, for example, assistant executive head, associate senior leader and senior assistant vice-principal.

These grandiose roles, all in academy schools, highlight a trend that is alarming some teacher unions and experts. They warn of leadership teams mushrooming when schools become academies. Staffing costs increase and the gulf between those at the top and the bottom widens.

Senior positions advertised in the past few weeks include that of executive director of the 1,300-pupil New Charter academy in Tameside. In return for a six-figure salary, the successful applicant is to inspire an executive team of four, including an academy director and a leadership team of 16.

In Kent, the 1,600-pupil Business academy, Bexley, is offering to pay an assistant head up to £61,000 to bolster its leadership team of chief executive, executive principal (both earning in excess of £120k) and two headteachers plus assorted deputy and assistant heads. In Norfolk, the 1,300-pupil Thetford academy is advertising for two vice-principals on salaries of up to £74,000 to join its leadership team of 24.

Finally, anyone looking to become a head of PE might consider applying to London's Pimlico academy, rated outstanding by Ofsted. If successful, they would find themselves at a 1,300-pupil school with a principal, a senior vice-principal, two vice-principals and eight assistant principals – not to mention a finance director.

Chris Keates, general secretary of the Nasuwt teachers' union, says: "When schools become academies, there is a massive boost to the senior leadership team, which adds layers of bureaucracy not focused on teaching and learning. Schools are being stuffed with people who are simply busy monitoring other people."

Christine Blower, general secretary of the National Union of Teachers, agrees: "Academies vary tremendously, but do tend to be top-heavy in leaders. The salary bill rises as more is spent on senior staff who go on 'learning walks' round the school rather than actually teaching."

Academies have 50% more senior staff on salaries in excess of £80,000 than maintained secondaries, according to a 2010 National Audit Office report. The trend continues, with a new workforce analysis from the Department for Education confirming that academies pay their senior staff more and have a higher proportion on leadership grades.

While many academies have done wonders with challenging schools, more leaders do not automatically equal more A*-C grade GCSEs. The troubled Basildon academy endured two years of poor GCSE results, high staff turnover and strikes over job cuts – despite employing an executive principal as well as two principals.

A key influence on academy staffing has been the concept of "distributed" leadership. According to Toby Greany, director of research at the National College for School Leadership, the era of the heroic superhead is over – though superhead six-figure salaries are increasingly the norm – and the era of shared leadership is upon us.

Academies have been innovative in terms of leadership, says Greany. "They've had to establish strong teams of middle leaders with responsibility, accountability and clear targets. Middle leadership is the engine room of improvement. The scale of the leadership challenge is so much greater now, you need the whole staff team pulling together."

It's called building leadership "capacity" and while Greany insists it shouldn't mean simply employing more bosses, that is exactly what some academies have done, says John Howson, a recruitment expert and emeritus professor of education at Oxford Brookes University.

"The original purpose of distributed leadership was not to create new higher-level posts. It was to ensure that the head shared power with existing staff."

Academies are free of local authority oversight and not bound by the national pay framework. They no longer have to publish their accounts through the Charity Commission, and only 38% have ever filed a detailed financial return to the DfE. Such lax accountability, says Howson, adds up to "too much room for sharp practice".

Howson wants MPs on the public accounts committee to investigate the pay of senior staff. "We now have arrived at the almost unacceptable face of education capitalism. It demonstrates why you need clarity and regulation with regard to public money."

Howson is also concerned about the role of executive principal. This relatively new position demands strategic vision and inspiration leadership in return for a large salary. The Excelsior academy, Newcastle, paid its executive principal between £140k and £150k in 2009. Her salary is in addition to that of Excelsior's five principals and five vice-principals.

Similarly, the Leigh academy, Dartford, employs an executive principal – it calls him a chief executive – as well as four principals and four vice-principals. Leigh has been praised by Ofsted for its outstanding leadership, but it hasn't come cheap. In 2010, it shelled out in excess of £170k on its top earner, up by at least £10,000 on 2009.

These people do not appear to be suffering a pay freeze, says Howson. "It's all public money. If it reduces resources for front-line teaching, is that a good use of it?"

No, says Keates. "Millions of pounds of public money are pouring into private education companies and the inflated salaries of executive principals with no evidence this is leading to rising standards."

What parents want, she says, are more teachers and support staff in classrooms. They want a traditional pyramid structure of leadership, not an inverted pyramid. "We've seen restructuring where teachers' jobs have been cut while the leadership team has increased, with half or more of them no longer having to teach."

Fred Groom, former academy head and adviser to the E-Act academies, takes a different line. E-Act, whose director general, Sir Bruce Liddington, last week defended his £280k pay packet, is advertising for an executive principal of the rapidly improving Crest academies in north London. The post, additional to two existing academy principals, comes with a six-figure salary plus performance bonus: "Good leadership is critical to success and is an investment in the future of our pupils."

Some academies, such as Leigh academy and Excelsior in Newcastle, have restructured into a collegiate system of four or five mini-schools each requiring heads and deputies.

It is a structure praised by Ofsted, but it is not the only recipe for success. Just down the road from Excelsior is the 2,100-pupil Kenton school, rated outstanding and organised on opposite lines – as a single institution. Recently, after an acrimonious dispute, Kenton's governors voted for academy status.

The headteacher, David Pearmain, says he is no apologist for academies, but he felt it was in the long-term interests of Kenton to convert. He says he has no plans to expand the leadership team. "Our thoughts have not been about leadership but about raising standards and developing the curriculum." He has already told his governors that he doesn't want a rise as "the amount of actual extra responsibility is very little". National pay scales will not be undercut – and, unlike his neighbour Excelsior, he has no intention of employing a PR agency.

Pearmain is clearly sincere, but what of those who come after him? Heads just can't give those guarantees, says Blower: "It's become a dash for cash, with no one to check up on excesses anymore."

