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An Academy for the west end

WHAT IS BEING PROPOSED?

The City Council is planning to develop an “Academy” in the west end for 11 - 18 year olds.  This would replace West Gate Community College which would cease to exist as a school.  The planned start date for the Academy is 2008.  It is proposed to build the Academy in Scotswood next to the John Marley Centre. 

The Academy would have a new building and “state of the art” facilities - of the high quality that the west end deserves.  But it would not just be an improved replacement for what we have now.  Academies are a new type of school, set up outside local authority control.  This is an important plank of the government’s education strategy and part of a much bigger policy of involving the private sector in building and running schools.  There are a few Academies already elsewhere in the country, but this would be the first in Newcastle.

This leaflet has been written for residents of the west end.  It gives some background information about Academies in order to help people make up their minds about whether this would be an effective way of improving educational achievement for young people. It has been written by the West End Community Development Consortium. The Academy will be producing its own information and materials for consultation in due course.

WHAT IS AN ACADEMY?

According to the government, 

Academies are a radically new type of independent state school, intended to transform education in areas where the status quo is simply not good enough.  They are sponsored and managed by independent sponsors.  Their buildings and facilities...are financed and built in a partnership between the sponsor and the government.  .......

Independent status is crucial in giving Academies the freedom and flexibility to succeed.  It enables them to do whatever is necessary to provide effective teaching and learning, organisation, staffing and governance.  Strong, confident, ambitious leadership, effective management, a clear vision, and knowing how to achieve that vision, are essential ingredients in their success (DfES, Academic Sponsor Prospectus 2005)

On the face of it, this sounds hard to criticise.  But Academies do have their critics, inside government as well as out.  And in some areas parents have opposed the setting up of Academies, believing that their children would be better served by their existing schools.  So what difference would an Academy make?

WOULD AN ACADEMY IMPROVE EDUCATIONAL ACHIEVEMENT?

Academies are supposed either to replace schools that are under-achieving or to meet unmet demand for extra places.  

The original plan was to have an Academy in addition to West Gate Community College.  However, it became clear that there are not enough children living in the area currently to justify building another school, although this could change in the future.  It was therefore decided to close West Gate to make way for the Academy, despite the considerable investment put into the College over the past decade or so.  

The Evening Chronicle reported that government advisers told the City Council that it would have to brand West Gate a failure in order to make the case for an Academy.  However, West Gate is not a failing school.  It is now well above DfES targets for secondary schools.  According to the City Council

(West Gate) is not a poorly performing school and, had population levels justified it, it could have taken its place alongside an academy”. (Newcastle City Council, November 2004, “Proposed academy for the west end of Newcastle”).

Instead the council based its case largely on the potential role of the Academy in regenerating the area, saying that “an academy could give the west end iconic status in educational terms”.

Academies were originally started in 2000 by David Blunkett when he was Education Minister.  They have strong similarities with the Thatcher Government’s City Technology College programme.  They have since taken on a central role in the government’s vision for improving education.  It is now committed to setting up at least 200 new Academies by 2010.  But there is no real evidence to show that Academies do improve educational performance.  It is far too early to judge.  As Charles Clarke said in evidence to the Education Select Committee:

I concede to you that that is a hope at this stage rather than evidence I can offer. (Secretary of State for Education, July 2004)

The all-party House of Commons Education and Skills Committee recently concluded a two year inquiry into secondary education.  Their report stated that there was no real evidence yet that Academies were effective.  The cost of setting up the planned 200 extra Academies was estimated at £5billion.  The Committee concluded that the government should stop and wait for proof of effectiveness before rushing ahead with this expensive programme.  

The evidence provided to show that the large sums of money to be spent on the new arrangements will produce significant educational benefits is not convincing enough (House of Commons Education and Skills Committee, March 2005)

The government has commissioned Price Waterhouse Coopers to carry out a five-year evaluation of the effectiveness of Academies.  Their first report was never made public, but the press recently got hold of it under the Freedom of Information Act and found that it cast doubt on whether Academies would produce the hoped-for results.  Price Waterhouse Coopers’ second report came out in June 2005.  It said that Academies had won the support of many parents and pupils, but identified a number of problems including widespread bullying and inappropriate buildings.  On the question of whether Academies had improved educational performance, the report basically said that it was too early to say.

What evidence there is so far is mixed.  According to official figures for 11  Academies in 2004, five showed no improvement and one had the second worse results in England.  League tables of 14 year olds test results, published in March 2005, showed that nine Academies were in the bottom 200 schools in England. Figures for 2005 paint a better picture but it is still difficult to say by how much, and in what circumstances are improving the results for their pupils.

What does Ofsted say?

The first three Academies opened in 2002.  Ofsted’s first inspection of an Academy found that there were serious weaknesses in two areas: the overall quality of learning and the quality of teaching at Bexley Academy.  Greg City Academy in North London received a “hit squad” after six months. 

The most recent Academy to be inspected by Ofsted is the Unity City Academy in Middlesbrough.  This was the third Academy in the country to open, replacing two existing schools.  It has just failed its Ofsted inspection, and is expected to be put into “special measures”,  Sponsored by the building group Amey, Unity is in its third year.  It is running at an annual deficit of £500,000, and last year just 17.6% of pupils gained five good GCSEs.

The inspection report for Unity stated that:

In accordance with section 14 of the School Inspections Act 1996, I am of the opinion that the academy requires special measures because it is failing to give its pupils an acceptable standard of education.

and noted in particular that:

Standards are too low and improvement is too slow.  The progress that the pupils make in their learning is poor

Standards have shown no overall improvement when compared with those of the predecessor schools

Attendance continues to be very low and the high absence rate is an impediment to raising standards.  Punctuality to school and to lessons is unsatisfactory

The pupils’ attitudes and behaviour are unsatisfactory

The quality of the teaching is poor overall 

The staff absence rate is high with as many as a third of the teachers away on any given day

There has also been a lack of continuity in the external support for the academy, the leadership of the board of trustees and, more recently, the leadership of the academy

(Source: Ofsted Inspection Report on Unity City Academy, 23rd May 2005)

There is also widespread concern about the likely impact of Academies on other local schools.  The average cost of an Academy is around £25million - so it reduces the funding available to other schools.  Local schools may also lose pupils as parents are attracted by the extra resources and high profile of an Academy.  This can have a negative impact on other schools, especially if the Academy is selective in which pupils it takes in and keeps.

Is West Gate Community College failing?

West Gate Community College had a troubled early history.  It was created in difficult circumstances during the early 1990s by the merger of two schools - Rutherford and Redewood.  The school was found to need special measures when it was inspected in 1995.  

However, when Ofsted returned in 2000, it found that West Gate had “improved dramatically”.  

Ofsted reported that:

The college is an effective and improving institution.  Pupils make good progress throughout the college....  Attainment in the sixth form is good.  Highly effective leadership has established a very purposeful ethos.  Teaching is good, pupils behave well and there is a strong determination to keep moving forward.  Overall the college provides good value for money

(Source: Ofsted report on West Gate Community College, 2000)

Since that point, the published results show that educational performance at the college has continued to improve.  Over the five years from 1999, the GCSE results have progressively improved.  The percentage of pupils achieving five or more A-Cs at GCSE more than doubled.

IS AN ACADEMY PUBLIC OR PRIVATE?

Academies are publicly funded with all their running costs and most of the building costs coming from the government.  The land on which an Academy is built has to be provided by the local authority.  Academies do not charge fees.  In terms of funding therefore they differ little from a state secondary school.  However they are very different in terms of ownership and management.

Each Academy has to have a “sponsor”, either from private business, churches or other faith organisations, or from the voluntary sector.  In return for the promise of a relatively small financial contribution, the sponsor gets to make all the key decisions about the Academy’s ethos and vision and about the structures for governing and managing it.  The sponsor also gains full control of the resources, including the school buildings, budget and staffing.  

The government has also experimented with getting private companies to run local education authorities.  The record is not good.  In 2003 Ofsted reported that it had inspected 10 privatised LEAs.  Five were rated poor, three unsatisfactory, and only one was found to be satisfactory (The Times, April 2003)

In legal terms, Academies are set up as companies limited by guarantee, with charitable status.  They have governing bodies which can include representatives of parents and of the local community, but the sponsor is entitled to nominate a majority of places on the governing board.

Critics argue that Academies receive publicly funded assets but are not locally accountable because:

· the sponsor can control the governing body

· elected local authorities are bypassed – it is up to each Academy whether it chooses to work with the local education authority or not

Control of land and buildings pass to the company, although the land reverts to the local authority in the event of the Academy closing.  

“No-one seems quite clear what the legal position would be if a sponsor decides he can do without a playing field in the corner of the school, and remembers that it’s prime development land” (Francis Beckett, Sept 2004, New Statesman)

At present, these companies have to be non-profit-making, but it would only be a small step to allow them to make a profit.  This may not be too unlikely in view of the government’s ambitious target of 200 Academies in five years and the current relatively low level of private sector interest in getting involved.

The only criterion for sponsoring an Academy is promising to raise up to £2million of the building costs (about 8%).  In reality actually handing over the money is not an essential condition of getting control of the Academy.

An investigation by the Times Educational Supplement into the accounts of the first 12 Academies found that fewer than half had received all of the £2million pledged by their sponsors.  The accounts also showed that some of the Academies had made payments to companies in which their business sponsors had major interests

The proposed sponsor for the west end Academy is Lord Laidlaw, a Scottish businessman and Conservative peer.  

Irvine Laidlaw: sponsor of the proposed west end Academy

· became Lord Laidlaw of Rothiemay in 2004

· has an estimated personal fortune of between £200m and £700m

· set up a  successful publishing business in 1972 before launching the International Institute for Research - now a multi-national business producing specialist newsletters and organising conferences, and employing 2,000 people in 28 countries

· until recently was a tax exile living in Monaco

· is a major donor to the Conservative Party and was nominated as a peer by Iain Duncan Smith, former leader of the Conservative Party

· has stated that he would have preferred to have an Academy in Scotland, but the policy does not apply to Scotland

A recent complication is the appearance of a Christian group with a competing bid.  They received considerable publicity by standing a candidate in Newcastle Central constituency in the general election on the single issue of an Academy “with Christian values”.  The election leaflet does not say where the sponsorship money would come from, but there are rumoured links with the Christian evangelist Sir Peter Vardy who already sponsors an Academy in Middlesbrough.  However the process of establishing an Academy is not a competitive bidding process, and Laidlaw is the only sponsor with whom the City Council is negotiating.

“I think it is actually a cheap way of buying disproportionate influence.  I’m all in favour of improving the links and the relationships between schools and employers, but to allow one particular wealthy individual to buy so much influence I think is wrong....  It just opens the door to all kinds of conflicts of interest”  (David Chaytor MP, member of House of Commons Education Select Committee)

WHO WOULD ATTEND THE ACADEMY?
The west end Academy would have 1,800 places for 11 – 18 year olds.  Lord Laidlaw, the sponsor, has said that it would be:

· secular (not promoting any particular religion or faith group)

· for the local population

· inclusive (including a promise not to select pupils by aptitude and to use expulsion only as a last resort.

However, under the Academy arrangements, the sponsor has considerable freedom to decide how to implement these things.  There are a number of points to take into account:-

All existing pupils of West Gate College could transfer automatically to the Academy.  This is a legal right.  There is no guarantee, however, that in future all young people living locally would be able to join the Academy.  Experience so far shows that many Academies are over-subscribed.  There is often a high demand for places because of the extra money and top quality resources they receive and because of the PR surrounding them.  For example, the King’s Academy in Middlesbrough has twice as many applicants as places.

More than 800 pupils applied for 180 places at the City of London Academy when it opened in September 2004

Government guidelines describe Academies as fully inclusive, all-ability schools.  They are responsible for their own admissions arrangements, although they have to abide by national government codes of practice on admissions and exclusions.  It is worth noting, that the House of Commons Education Select Committee recently heavily criticised the government’s plans, saying that “the balance of power is slipping away from parents choosing schools to schools as admissions authorities choosing the children that they wish to admit”.

The Academy will be allowed to select up to 10% of its pupil in-take.  Not all Academies do select now, but more are likely to do so in future faced with the pressures to justify their high cost and high profile.

Academies are also able to choose which pupils to have in their school through use of exclusions.  Unlike local authority schools, Academies are not financially penalised for excluding pupils.  Even when a child has been excluded, they can still keep the money for that year.  Meanwhile the local authority still has the responsibility for educating that child, and other local schools who take in the excluded pupil receive no payments for the extra pupils they absorb.  The BBC File on Four programme estimated that one Academy would have lost £80,000 in one year alone if had to pay back the money for those children it expelled.

The two Middlesbrough Academies have between them expelled 61 pupils between 2002 and 2004.  This compares with 15 from all other secondary schools in the borough.  One of these Academies has an expulsion rate which is ten times the national average

Academies are meant to improve the education given to the most disadvantaged pupils.  Last year BBC File on Four gathered evidence on the first three Academies.  They showed that two were failing to recruit the most disadvantaged local children.  Evidence from Middlesbrough showed that one Academy had almost halved the share of local children that it took in, compared with the school it had replaced.  Education expert Professor Stephen Gorard of York University stated that this fitted a general pattern:

take a school out of local authority control and the school will come to serve children who are predominantly not the most disadvantaged

WHAT WOULD BE TAUGHT AT THE ACADEMY?
Academies have considerable flexibility in what and how they teach, and are not bound by the National Curriculum.

They should have a particular “specialism”, such as arts, sport or engineering.  The west end Academy will specialise in two areas: business and enterprise and ICT.  This has apparently already been decided and is not open to consultation.

The government has given Academies the flexibility “to introduce more innovative and creative approaches to the curriculum”.   One of the main concerns of critics of Academies is that sponsors do not need to have any knowledge or expertise in education.  The freedom they have to decide how their Academy should be run means that teaching can reflect sponsors’ own interests and opinions.  The National Union of Teachers is concerned that this threatens children’s entitlement to a broad and balanced curriculum.

Kings Academy in Middlesbrough teaches “creationism”  - that the world was created in six days

Bexley Academy teaches the general curriculum on four days a week only, with one day devoted fully to business studies

…..

WHAT ABOUT THE STAFF?
Academies do not have to follow established agreements on pay and conditions and staffing structures.  The governing body has full control of who works at the school and how much they get paid. 

The existing staff from West Gate will be entitled to transfer to the new Academy.  Transferred staff have protected pay and conditions, but new staff can be put on different contracts.  There is therefore a risk of creating a two-tier workforce with some working longer hours and with poorer pay or conditions than others.  

There are already examples of Academies with longer working weeks and significantly poorer conditions of service, such as sick pay.  There are also reports of teachers having to sign “gagging clauses” to stop them disclosing Academy business, and being afraid to question decisions.

WHY IS THE CITY COUNCIL PROPOSING AN ACADEMY?

Newcastle City Council took the decision to go for an Academy in the west end early in 2003.  This was part of the then Labour Council’s “Going for Growth” strategy.  It was felt that a new high quality secondary school would help to attract the new housing development and the new residents that the council wanted to see - especially in the Benwell/Scotswood area where the bulk of the housing clearance was planned.

The Lib Dems took control of the City Council in 2004 on the basis of a manifesto that included the promise to stop the Academy proposal along with the overall Going for Growth strategy.  

The Liberal Democrats will stop the development of any proposed City Academy in the west of the city because it would damage irretrievably the development of All Saints College and Westgate College.”  (Newcastle upon Tyne Liberal Democrats, 2004, “Setting Newcastle Free after 30 years hard Labour”)

The new Lib Dem leader said in June 2004 that the Academy was part of Labour’s Going for Growth strategy, and that

There’s no need for it.  We have to support our local schools (Peter Arnold, June 2004)

However, within a few months, the council had changed its position to support for an Academy under pressure from the government - apparently believing that it risked losing a promised £130million of funding for school improvements in the city if it did not accept an Academy.   

The DfES expects all LEAs to include the provision of an academy (or more) in their school planning proposals.  Failure to do so could compromise the Building Schools for the Future (BSF) proposals and business case (Newcastle City Council, November 2004, “Proposed academy for the west end of Newcastle”).

WHERE WOULD THE ACADEMY BE?

The Academy is to be built on land at Norland Road behind the John Marley Centre in Scotswood. The Centre for Sport and the City Learning Centre will stay where they are and would in future be managed separately from the school.

Local parents have raised concerns about the implications of moving the school from the existing site on the West Road.  One concern has been about whether transport would be adequate if the Academy were to be located in Scotswood.  The West Road has an excellent bus service.  In the case of an Academy, it would be up to the sponsor to decide whether or not to provide extra buses.  

IS THERE ANY CHOICE?

The estimated cost of building the new Academy is £22million.  The idea of spending this much money on improving the education of children in the west end must be welcomed.  Local people have long supported the idea of having a secondary school within the area - the last secondary school (the Whickham View site of John Marlay) closed in the 1970s.  

However, many residents will remember that just over ten years ago there was a big plan to build a brand new secondary school in the heart of the west end using City Challenge money. Hundreds of local people were involved in consultation about the new school, which was to be built in Hodgkin Park.  They wanted a real “community school” that would provide education, leisure and social facilities for all age groups as well as first class education for 11 - 18s.  To everyone’s shock, the plans were suddenly axed under government pressure.  Instead the number of secondary schools was further reduced, with the merger of Rutherford and Redewood to create the new West Gate Community College.

Last time they were consulted, local people in the west end wanted a local community school, with local people involved in developing and running it.  An Academy is a very different model.  This is what the government are pushing for, and what the City Council has reluctantly been forced to accept.  It is now time for local people to give their views.  Understandably many people are cynical about consultation, but it is important to make your voice heard - whether you welcome the Academy plan or hate it.  

In several other areas of the country, local parents and other residents have campaigned against the replacement of valued local schools by Academies - with evidence of success.  Whatever you think of Academies, help to make it a local decision.

In Doncaster, parents and teachers successfully opposed the plan to replace their school with a new Academy run by Peter Vardy, owner of Reg Vardy, one of the biggest car dealing franchises in Europe.  Campaigners were worried that an ethos of evangelical Christianity would be imposed.  They also wanted the school to remain within local control and not run by outsiders.

In Waltham Forest, London, fashion designer Jasper Conran withdrew his sponsorship of an Academy after strong local opposition

The Academy development is led by a company called Mouchelparkman. The project team which they run is planning a consultation process. This includes discussions with a wide range of groups and they are open to invitations to discuss the proposals with local organisations and interest groups.

There is a ‘stakeholders’ group which is advising them on this process and there are some local residents on this group.

The consultation process is a little complex. The academy has to submit an application for outline planning permission in December and the first phase of consultation will lead up to this and will focus primarily on the building itself and related issues such as parking, transport arrangements and so on. As well as this there will also be a consultation about the kind of school the academy will be. This will start soon but run through to March of 2006 followed by an application for full and detailed planning permission.

The whole process is further complicated by the fact that the City council also has to hold a formal consultation on the closure of West gate Community College and a local consultation on the demolition of Norland Road Community centre and the kick about area on Woodstock Road.
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          WHAT IS KIP?

KIP is the Knowledge Inclusion Project

· KIP works across the inner west neighbourhoods of Newcastle

· Its aim is to provide information and research support to community groups and local residents

· Its was set up in response to concerns expressed by local residents about not having access to independent sources of good information about what’s happening in the area

· It is part of the West End Community Development Consortium – a network of local voluntary organisations in the west end

KIP’s job is to link with local groups and organisations and with residents to do community research and pass on information about changes affecting people’s lives.  The issues to be investigated could be anything from policing to hospitals and from air pollution to private landlords.  The issues will be identified by local residents and community groups.  If you want to suggest an area that might be useful to research, get in touch with us.

KIP will also offer research training and support to local groups and organisations.

KIP will be producing a series of briefing sheets during the next year.  These are inform residents living in the inner west about issues affecting their lives.  The first four briefing sheets will be:

What is going on around here?   A summary of current regeneration plans and how you can get involved

What do we know about the west end?   An overview of research and consultation carried out in the area over the past five years, and what it tells us

An Academy for the west end of Newcastle.   An explanation of the debate surrounding academies, in the context of the current proposal; to establish one in the west end 

Community cohesion.   A review of activities done elsewhere that help to bring communities together

The subjects of other briefing papers over the next year are up to you!  What do you need to know about?  What would you like more information about? Is there something happening in your area that needs investigation? Get in touch and let us know

If you want to receive copies of the reports and briefing sheets, then all you have to do is register with KIP, either by e-mailing us on kip@thestrategy.org or filling in the form below and sending it to us.

------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Stay in touch, keep informed, register with KIP

Name……………………………………………………………………………………

Address……………………………………………………………………………..

……………………………………………………………………………………………

…………………………………………………………………………………………..

……………………………………………………………………………………………

Send this form to; KIP, 447 Armstrong Road, Scotswood, Newcastle. NE15 6HS.
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The West End Community Development Consortium is a network of voluntary organisations based in the west end who are working together to look at ways of bringing about more co-ordinated, broad-based community participation in regeneration activities by bringing together existing networks in the inner west and supporting the development of new ones.  It is funded for one year by the Neighbourhood Renewal Fund.  The projects involved are: Scotswood Area Strategy, Healthworks West, Riverside Community Health Project, Search and the Angelou Centre.

KIP works in Association with Northumbria University.

