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Huge boost for city academies
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Jack Grimston 
The schools minister has signalled a huge expansion of the government’s academies programme beyond the target of 400, with the aim of transferring the values of independent schools to the state sector. 

Lord Adonis said demand from parents was so high it would be possible to continue opening 100 academies a year after 2011, when the target is likely to be met. 

His declaration marks a challenge to Labour’s left and teaching unions, who object to removing state education from local democratic control, leaving it in the hands of private-sector sponsors. It will be seen as a huge victory for the Blairite wing of the party and an endorsement of the former prime minister’s reforms. 

Adonis, who released provisional figures showing GCSE results at academies had improved twice as fast as the national average this year, said they should become “akin to private schools”, with strict disciplinary codes, a broad curriculum and 12-hour days. 
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He also praised “pushy parents”. Such families have sometimes been criticised by the education establishment for exploiting admission systems and making excessive demands on teachers. 

“I want every parent to be a pushy parent. It is a jolly good thing,” said Adonis, adding that they could help to raise standards by shunning schools that were poor quality. 

Adonis, one of the few Blairite diehards to remain a minister under Gordon Brown, said: “My motto as an ardent Blairite is, in the master’s words, what matters is what works.” 

Tussles over academies, designed to replace failing schools, have exposed the rift between old and new Labour. 

Last year Alan Johnson, then the education secretary, appeared to put a cap of 400 on academies to appease the left. He then denied accusations that he was “taking his foot off the accelerator”. 

When Brown became prime minister, with Ed Balls as his schools secretary, the academy programme was widely expected to be curbed. Balls clipped some of the schools’ independence. 

Academies have attracted support from both the Liberal Democrats and the Tories, whose schools spokesman, Michael Gove, has made political capital from attacking the controls introduced by Balls. 

There are 83 academies, controlled by sponsors who range from businesses to churches and independent schools. A further 51 will open this year and 80 in 2009. 

National exam results released last week showed that the proportion of pupils gaining five GCSEs at grade C and above had risen 2.4% to 65.7%. The academies’ figures, taken from the 37 where two years of data were available, showed that the proportion of pupils gaining five A*-Cs had increased by 4.9% to 29.8%. 

Adonis singled out three academies — Bristol Brunel, Barnfield South and Barnfield West in Luton — as among the best performers. They have all roughly doubled their proportions of pupils winning top grades in one year. 

Adonis said: “We will have no difficulty moving beyond 400. We will make a political decision in due course on where we go beyond 400. On the basis of the results and the demand, the only issue is how far. We have 100 opening in 2010. There will be very strong pressure from parents and local authorities to maintain that rate.” 

