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Challenges for sponsored academies 

Andy Schofield & Bill Watkin 
 
This academic year has been characterised by an expansion of converter academies, declining 
budgets, quick-fire policy announcements and a range of challenges that, taken together, could pose 
a threat to the work of sponsored academies.  Considered here are 7 key challenges to the 
measured outcomes of sponsored academies: 
 

1. Ofsted new framework in practice 

2. Ofsted further announcements 

3. Performance tables and RAISE: rise of EB, demise of CVA 

4. Academic-vocational divide 

5. New floor targets 

6. Ofqual and terminal examinations 

7. P16 funding 

 
1 Ofsted new framework in practice 
We know that Ofsted’s stated aim is to focus more extensively on the quality of teaching, with more 
lesson observations (triangulated with school observation data and student interviews) and 
reporting on four key areas:  achievement, quality of teaching, quality of leadership and 
management and the behaviour and safety of pupils.  Inspectors must also consider SMSC and the 
extent to which the needs of the range of pupils, especially SEND, are met. 
 
Evidence from academies inspected under the new framework is that pressure will stem from 
previous year 11 results in English, maths (and possibly science) or a specialist subject which are 
significantly lower than national. The demise of section 8 monitoring visits for starter academies 
means that the opportunity to have credit reflected for progress since taking over from the 
predecessor school is also diminished.  This position is linked into the argument that there are ‘no 
excuses for failure’ – and that the only comparisons worth their salt are comparisons on absolute 
attainment against national averages (see section below). 
 
Since January there has been a bigger focus on looking at progress over time, with schools needing 
to demonstrate that individual students and groups (boy, girl FSM etc.) in maths and English in all 
current years were progressing at least in line with national averages – and this needs to be 
triangulated with quality of teaching, quality of learning, progress with that class over time, progress 
seen in lessons, progress seen in written work (with specific student response to formative marking 
to demonstrate progress in learning), student learning behaviour, and student survey and interview 
data (ie that maths and English were enjoyable, well taught and that progress was being made).  
Ideally, data should show accelerated progress (from KS2 data) for lower attaining or under-
achieving individuals or groups. 
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There also seems to be more of a focus on literacy across the school, safeguarding (interviews with 
safeguarding governor for example),  low level disruption in lessons and the parents questionnaire 
(ie: any significant deviations from the ‘normal’ parameters in Ofsted’s database). 
 
Where SEND or vulnerable students are concerned there seems to be an in depth look at the likes of 
progress, attendance, detentions, exclusions, school clubs, case studies, and 1:1 interviews with the 
students themselves. 
 
2  Ofsted further announcements 
Michael Wilshaw has launched detailed proposals for changes to the Ofsted inspection framework. 
The consultation, which covers changes to school, FE and ITE inspection, sets out seven proposals to 
the way schools are inspected.  From September 2012, it is proposed that: 
 

 Schools cannot be judged ‘outstanding’ unless their teaching is ‘outstanding’  

 Schools will only be deemed to be providing an acceptable standard of education where 
they are judged to be ‘good’ or ‘outstanding’   

 A single judgement of ‘requires improvement’ will replace the current ‘satisfactory’ 
judgement and ‘notice to improve’ category 

 Schools judged as ‘requires improvement’ will be subject to a full re-inspection earlier than 
is currently the case 

 A school can only be judged as ‘requires improvement’ on two consecutive inspections 
before it is deemed to require special measures 

 Inspections will be undertaken without notice 

 Inspectors should undertake an analysis of an anonymised summary, provided by the school, 
of the outcomes of the most recent performance management of all teachers within the 
school, as part of the evidence for a judgement on leadership and management 

 
Michael Wilshaw characterised what was needed as a ‘no excuses’ culture, with radical 
improvements, as we have tolerated mediocrity for far too long.  This is because the quality of 
provision isn’t improving fast enough and the gap in outcomes between the richest and the poorest 
aren’t closing, leading to more social and economic division.   
 
In order to help deliver a ‘no excuses’ culture, Sir Michael wants Ofsted to support school leaders in 
driving up the quality of teaching.  He set out his principles for outstanding leadership: 
 

 You and your senior team have to show your passion and commitment for teaching in 
everything you say and do 

 You need to be committed to good quality professional development 

 You monitor the quality of teaching effectively and ensure performance management is 
robust in rewarding those who teach well, and doing something about those who 
consistently underperform 

 You take on the difficult challenges of school performance – through robust conversations 
and action 

 You adopt a no excuses culture 
 
This raising of expectations for outstanding schools will lead to Ofsted reviewing the status of some 
outstanding schools.  This will not mean a return to routine inspection but the selection of more 
schools for inspection on the basis of risk assessment, including from information gained through 
Parent View, Ofsted’s online questionnaire for parents to give their views of their child’s school. 
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3  Performance tables and RAISE: rise of EB, demise of CVA 
CVA has gone, to be replaced with VA, buried deep in the new performance tables.  There is an in 
built tension between norm referenced inspection data (with 25% of schools by definition always 
being in the lower quartile on any given measure) and criterion referenced outcomes (where the 
stated aim is for all schools to be good or better). 
 
There is a shift in emphasis in the data, mirroring the emphasis in inspections, to the progress of 
high, medium and low attainers, as 3 distinct groups, and FSM,EAL,  LAC etc. on the measures below: 
 

 % 5+A*-C GCSEs including English and maths (with science now also counting as a ‘basic’) 

 % 5+A*-C GCSE without counting  vocational qualifications 

 % entered for EB 

 KS2-4 progress in English and maths 

 APS using best 8 and GCSE only 
 
Additionally workforce data:  PTR, mean gross teacher salary, in theory allowed benchmarking and 
norms to be established. 
 
4  Academic-vocational divide 
The key principles of the Wolf Report were: 

 Any young person’s programme of study, whether ‘academic’ or ‘vocational’, should provide 
for a wide range of progression options immediately and in later life 

 The importance of providing people with accurate and useful information, so that they can 
make decisions accordingly. This includes both careers advice and reducing the use 
of equivalences between vocational and academic qualifications 

 That the system needs to be simplified dramatically to make it more responsive to learners 
and less Government led 

 
The report recognised recent changes in education and employment for young people. It noted that 
young people increasingly tend to be in some form of education until 18, that young people will 
change jobs and careers several times and that employers value education in an academic core and 
in broadly applicable skills as well as work experience.  It estimated that due to perverse incentives 
in the accountability system, approximately 350,000 learners are pursuing qualifications of little, no 
or negative economic value. It called for this situation to be addressed by removing or diminishing 
the weighting attributed to vocational qualifications in school performance tables and by other 
significant changes to the accountability system.   
 
The report called for government to step back from provision and micro-management of vocational 
education qualifications and instead to focus on regulating the awarding bodies, with schools and 
colleges being free to offer any qualification from an approved body. Specific proposals in the report 
which are of particular relevance to schools are: 

 Accountability structures should encourage 80% of teaching time to be focused on academic 
learning, particularly English and Maths 

 A requirement for English and Maths to be a component of all post-16 study for pupils who 
have not already attained good GCSE passes in the subjects 

 Greater freedom for awarding bodies to develop vocational qualifications, and for schools 
and colleges to offer them, provided they are from an approved provider 

 Allowing FE lecturers to teach in schools to improve efficiency and the quality of vocational 
offerings in schools 

 Clarifying the role that industry professionals can play in schools with a view to allowing 
them to teach more 
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 Greater involvement for employers in quality assurance of qualifications at a local level 

 The possible introduction of a performance indicator for schools which focuses on the whole 
distribution of performance within a school, including those at the top and bottom ends of 
the distribution 

 Increasing CPD for English and Maths teachers 
 
The DfE announced that it will implement four of the proposals: 

 To allow qualified further education lecturers to teach in school classrooms on the same 
basis as qualified school teachers 

 To clarify the rules on allowing industry professionals to teach in schools 

 To allow any vocational qualification offered by a regulated awarding body to be taken by 
14-to19-year-olds 

 To allow established high-quality vocational qualifications that have not been accredited to 
be offethatch schools 

 
5  New floor targets 
Last June the DfE announced that the floor target will rise to 40% passing 5 GCSEs including English 
and Maths by 2012 and to 50% by 2015. It was also announced that the 200 lowest performing 
primary schools would be converted to academies in 2012-13. 
 
In a speech to the National College, Michael Gove also announced that the Government will be 
opening 88 sponsored academies in 2011-12 and that local authorities with particularly large 
numbers of struggling primaries will be identified for urgent collaboration with the DfE with a view 
to providing support to 500 more primary schools. 
 
6  Ofqual and terminal examinations 
In December Ofqual confirmed short-term reforms to current GCSEs from September 2012 
announcing that students will once again be marked on the accuracy of their spelling, punctuation 
and use of grammar in GCSEs in key subjects, limiting the use of re-sits and effectively ending 
modular GCSEs.  
 
Longer term changes will be made as part of the implementation of the National Curriculum review.  
Under the proposals: 

 Students starting two-year GCSE courses in September 2012 will have to sit their exams at 
the end of the course in summer 2014 

 Students will no longer be able to re-sit individual unit exams in order to boost their marks - 
although they may retake the whole GCSE exam. Students will, however, be given an early 
opportunity to resit maths, English and English Language GCSEs every November because 
these are key subjects needed to progress to further study or employment 

 Students will be marked on the accuracy of spelling, punctuation and grammar and their use 
of specialist terms. In the first instance, these will be those subjects that involve extended 
writing 

 
7  Post 16 Convergence funding 
 
In recent years P16 learners in schools have been funded at levels higher than those for FE Colleges. 
The government intends to equalise the per capita funding across schools and FE Colleges and in 
order to achieve this, will reduce the funding levels for schools. 
 
This means significantly reduced funding for school sixth forms. The effects will be most keenly felt 
in small sixth forms, where the challenge of providing a broad and rich curriculum, while sustaining 
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classes of a financially viable size, will be most difficult. There is a large number of sponsored 
academies with a small sixth form, either because it is being rebuilt after a period of shrinkage, or 
because it is a brand new sixth form and has not yet grown to projected capacity. Depending on pre-
16 class size, PTR and other activity, the possible minimum number for a viable P16 class is 18 
learners (previously approximately 10).  


