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	THE QUEEN’S SPEECH 2010 
A briefing from the National Union of Teachers 

May 2010 


Introduction
The Queen announced two Bills of particular interest to the National Union of Teachers – the largest teachers’ union – in her speech on 25 May. These are the Academies Bill and the Education and Children’s Bill.
The purpose of this briefing document is to provide a commentary from the NUT on the legislative proposals announced in the Queen’s Speech.  
The debate on education in the House of Commons will take place on 2nd June. In the House of Lords the education debate will be held on 3rd June. 

Key points

· Academies are not the best route to school improvement.

· The proposals on Academies are completely lacking on consultation with parents, staff, pupils and local communities and represent a massive centralisation of power in the hands of the Secretary of State.
· Expanding the Academies programme and extending it to primary and special schools is a recipe for chaos, would break up local families of schools and make it impossible to properly plan educational provision.

· Giving Academies exemption from the Charity Commission regulations would make them less accountable.

· The Education Bill in the autumn should be used as an opportunity to focus on what happens inside the classroom rather than continuing with the expensive and disruptive obsession with structural reform. The Bill should bring about reform of the assessment and accountability system and start a debate about to enhance the status of the teaching profession. 
For further information please do not hesitate to contact: Chris Brown or Emily Evans, NUT Parliamentary & Campaigns Officers, Direct Line: 020 7380 4712; Mobile (Emily) 07736124096 (Chris) 07734537670 E-mail: c.brown@nut.org.uk  or e.evans@nut.org.uk
Academies Bill
The Academies Bill
 was read for the first time in the House of Lords on 26 May and published on the following day. The Second Reading of the Bill is scheduled for 7 June. The Government have made it clear that they would like the Bill to be enacted prior to the summer recess. 
The purpose and content of the Bill

The stated purpose of the Bill is to ‘enable more schools to become Academies and give them the freedoms and flexibilities they need to continue to drive up standards’.
The Department for Education press release listed the main elements of the Bill as follows:

· To provide schools with the freedoms to deliver an excellent education in the way they see fit, within a broad framework where they are clearly accountable for the outcomes they deliver.

· To ensure that all maintained schools to apply to become an Academy with schools judged ‘outstanding’ by Ofsted being pre-approved.

· Primary and special schools would be able to apply to become an Academy in their own right for the first time and will benefit from the increased freedoms and flexibilities that this will offer.

· To make the process of applying to become an Academy as simple as possible without a requirement for Local Authorities to be consulted.

· We expect standards across the education sector to rise through the creation of more Academies. We would expect a significant number to open in September and for the number to continue to grow each year.

· Academies would be funded at a comparable level to maintained schools.

· There would be no expansion of selection but grammar schools and other schools which select or partially select pupils will be able to continue to do so.

· The Bill would automatically make all new Academies charities.

The Bill extends to England and Wales. It is worth noting, however, that there are no Academies in Wales and their establishment would be a matter for the Welsh Assembly Government. 
The NUT’s main concerns
Expansion of the Academies programme

The original stated purpose of Academies – to raise standards in poorly performing schools – has disappeared.  Bizarrely this Bill envisages Academy status as both a punishment and a reward.  There will be punishment for the ‘underperforming schools’
 which will be required to become Academies possibly by September 2011 and a reward to outstanding schools which can apply to the Secretary of State to become an Academy by September of this year.  
The NUT has real concerns about the extension of Academy status to primary and special schools. There are 16,971 maintained primary schools and 979 maintained special schools. 

As smaller schools, primaries are much more dependent on the support of the local authority for a whole range of central services, such as school transport and payroll functions. Special schools are also reliant on the networks and services that local authorities provide including special educational needs support and educational psychologists. The extension of the Academy programme to the primary and special schools sector will be particularly damaging to the ability to plan and manage educational provision on an equitable basis. 

Democratic deficit 
The Government is seeking to remove the need for governing bodies of ‘outstanding’ schools to consult with stakeholders about becoming an academy. The NUT considers it of the utmost importance that any decision to transfer the assets and ownership of a school should involve proper consultation with parents, pupils, school staff and the relevant local authority. Any such decision should take into account the impact on neighbouring schools. 
The proposals contradict the Coalition Agreement’s commitment to promoting the radical devolution of power and greater financial autonomy to local government and community groups.  The establishment of Academies will take away schools’ accountability to both groups.

It is not clear on what criteria the Secretary of State will judge an individual school’s application to become an Academy. It would be helpful if this information could be released prior to the Second Reading of the Bill in the Lords on 7 June. The NUT believes that the Secretary of State should publish the criteria that he and the school will take into account when deciding whether to enter into an Academy agreement. Such criteria should include matters relating to the demographic and planning needs of the area local to the school and appropriate equalities impact assessments. 

It is apparent from the Bill that the Government views moving to Academy status as a one way process. There are no provisions for an Academy to revert back to local authority maintained school status. The NUT would like to see a mechanism inserted in to the Bill for an Academy to revert back to maintained status should the school judge that being an Academy is not for them. 
Academies and academic attainment 
The impact assessment
 for the Bill states boldly that ‘the purpose of academies is to raise academic attainment for pupils’. The NUT considers this to be based on a flawed premise that standards will be raised simply through redesignating a school as an Academy. There is no independent evidence that Academies are delivering significantly improved results. PriceWaterhouseCoopers Fifth Annual Report on the Academies programme, published in November 2008, concluded: ‘There is insufficient evidence to make a definitive judgement about Academies as a model for school improvement’.

Government figures, announced in September 2009, show that exam achievement has stalled or even regressed at some Academies, with only a small number achieving the Government’s target of 30 per cent of pupils achieving five good GCSEs, including English and maths. It was missed in the 2009 exam results by 40 out of 130 established Academies. 
Charitable status

If enacted, the Bill would automatically make all new Academies charities. Academies would be exempt and thus not need to register with, or be regulated by, the Charity Commission. 

Giving Academies exempt charity status was a provision that the previous government attempted to introduce through the Children, Schools and Families Bill. This was dropped though following a campaign led by the Charity Commission, which was supported by the NUT.

At the time the Charity Commission stated: “This suggestion is a retrograde step, at odds with the direction of government policy on exempt charities, and in our view brings a serious risk of damaging public confidence in academies and in charity more widely. “(January 2010)

If the proposal to confer exempt charitable status goes ahead then the 200 academy schools already registered as charities would have to be removed from the Register of Charities. This would mean there would be no opportunity for public scrutiny of Academy accounts or that they are furthering the charitable purposes for which they were established. It should be noted that Academies are exempt from Freedom of Information legislation so their charitable status provides one of the few accountability mechanisms available. 
Education and Children’s Bill 

The Education and Children’s Bill is expected to be published in the autumn. 
The purpose and content of the Bill

The stated purpose of the Bill is to ‘give teachers greater freedom over the curriculum and allow new providers to run state schools’. 
The most heavily trailed part of the forthcoming Bill has been the introduction of ‘free schools’. The NUT is seriously concerned at the prospect of introducing the Swedish free schools model to the UK. Groups setting up their own schools, irrespective of local planning needs, would be a retrograde step that would create planning gridlock and social division. 
The Secretary of State said whilst in opposition that Sweden’s free schools have broken “the bureaucratic stranglehold”, and that, far from “driving segregation, these schools have driven up standards for all”. Yet the National Agency for Education (NAE) in Sweden points to a system that shows, “fairly unambiguously, that segregation has increased”. The Secretary of State has referred also in the past to “higher than average” numbers of ethnic minority pupils in free schools, but the Agency found that many were children from “foreign backgrounds” whose parents were relatively well-off.
The NAE has found that free schools have higher results on average than municipal schools, but the Agency says a significant factor for parents who opt for the former is “choosing a particular desirable social context”. In other words, free schools are a magnet for the middle class. Results reflect the differing social composition of both types of school.
In light of this evidence, it is seriously disturbing that the Government is reportedly considering halting the school rebuilding programme (Building Schools for the Future) to fund the creation of free schools. 

The NUT is hopeful that aspects of the Coalition Agreement will be brought forward in the Bill later this year, including:

· a review of the Key Stage 2 tests, following our successful boycott of the tests earlier this month alongside the National Association of Head Teachers;

· reform of Ofsted and league tables;

· a renewed commitment to tackling bullying in schools, especially homophobic bullying; and

· improving support on special educational needs.  
For further information please do not hesitate to contact: Chris Brown or Emily Evans, NUT Parliamentary & Campaigns Officers, Direct Line: 020 7380 4712; Mobile (Emily) 07736124096 (Chris) 07734537670 E-mail: c.brown@nut.org.uk  or e.evans@nut.org.uk
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