Academy Status – Pros and Cons

Pros 

• More freedom and autonomy to drive school improvement.

• Opportunity to expand our mix of partnership arrangements to achieve economies of scale when sharing resources or joint purchasing.

• Potential to share best practice, staff and leadership development opportunities across a group of schools.

• Full receipt of income with no ‘topslice’ by the Local Authority.

• Additional controls and oversight leading to greater ownership of our own school.

• A broader range of opportunities and benefits for pupils and staff.

• Governance arrangements retained and also fit for the future, utilising the best mix of skills, knowledge and experience.

• Shared strategic leadership across a group of schools enabling greater support and challenge, which the Local Authority is less able to provide.

• Increased flexibility and operational efficiencies – less duplication of effort.

• Increased value for money & buying power if converting as part of an umbrella trust with greater economies of scale than an individual school and the opportunity to buy bespoke services.

Cons

• Increased governing body accountabilities.

• Increased statutory requirements and costs eg: accounting.

• Need to fulfil all employer liabilities, many of which are currently provided by the Local Authority.

• Funding agreement comes with a minimum commitment of 7 years

• Some uncharted territory.

• Reduction in support from Local Authority / more direct control from Department for Education

• Some loss of autonomy through shared accountabilities (especially through multi-academy trust. There would be much greater control over this as a local umbrella trust) 

• Potential short term increase in costs before evidencing longer term benefits.

• Becoming a mini-Local Authority without large economies of scale (less of an issue if multi academy trust)

• Isolation from rest of system if other schools choose not to convert. (This is likely to be less of an issue over time).

How would the school respond to the potential negatives of academy status?

If the school was converting alone to become a single academy, the issues around greater accountability for governors and increased statutory requirements could pose a potential problem. However, this lessens if the school is converting as part of an umbrella trust with a group of schools. This would protect the school from some of these issues as group of schools would be able to buy in support for these requirements collectively, or even employ a shared business manager to manage the processes.

The issues around loss of autonomy and control are a particular issue with a multi-academy trust model. This is the model which operates in the sponsored academies, where each school hands over governance arrangements to the multi-academy trust who are directly accountable to the DFE for school improvement. An alternative model called an umbrella trust. In this model, each school selects members to sit on a trust board (usually consisting of headteachers and governors). The trust board would play a strategic role in co-ordinating school improvement and procuring services across the trust, but the governance of each individual school would remain with the school.

Therefore, no schools would be handing over direct autonomy or control to another body.

There may be some initial costs due to the set up process. Each school which converts to an academy gets a set up grant of around £25,000 to support with the process. Beyond that, the schools would receive the Local Authority ‘top slice’ which is currently spent on our behalf. This may cover any additional set up costs. In the long term, academies have greater control over the whole of their budget which should prevent higher costs.

As Local Authority schools, we have always benefited from the economies of scale brought about by buying into council services. However, the market for services has become much more competitive than it was and there is now a wide range of choices for many services. As an academy, we would still have the option to purchase services from the Local Authority as we do now, if we felt this provided the best value for money.

