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ABSTRACT: The study explored the perception of school administrators regarding 

the academization of schools which were initiated in 2000 in the UK. Since then this 

initiative allowed the government to force schools deemed to be failing to be partnered 

with sponsors and freeing the schools from their Local Education Authorities (LEAs).  

Some high performing schools were turned to converter academies but without the need 

of sponsors which later recruited other schools that were deemed to be failing to form 

multi-academy trusts (MATs). And the main objective of sponsored academies and 

MATs was to increase the performance of the lower-performance schools influenced by 

neo-liberal practices so that they are operated as business-like. The research utilised 

case study methodology — interpretivist approach — and interviews to collect data.  

The sample included two senior management members from a sponsored academy in a 

MAT. The findings revealed that the changes and impacts of being converted to an 

academy were largely attributed to leadership rather than to MAT. Thus, questioning 

the overall effectiveness of the academy programme by the school administrators. 

Furthermore, implementing changes that are neo-liberal in nature did compromise 

achieving Keynesian values and such interventions were questioned for their 

effectiveness by the school leaders.  

KEYWORDS: academy act, neo-liberalism, Keynesian system 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Academies are the latest measures to inculcate neoliberal values in the education system 

in the UK. Since their establishment, the academies have gone through drastic changes 

resulting in different types of academies during their operation. These different types 

of academies include city academies, sponsored academies, converter academies, 

multi-academy trusts (MATs) and free schools (Gorard,2014; Walford, 2014b; West, 

2014) addressing different issues and economic trends that were prevalent of the 

education at their time of inception. However, many critics believe that academies have 

failed to address these issues—increasing performance (Allen, Coldron and West, 

2011)—and aggravated some—social segregation (Walford, 2014a). Rather than 

granting autonomy academies have increased accountability (Ranson, 2003; Curtis, 

2009)allowing the state to be more influential while educators’ roles were redefined 

and confined (Ranson, 2003; Wilkins, 2015).  This created a quasi-market in education 

where competition, parents’ choice, equity and individualism take precedence over 

equality, collectivism and social democracy. 

 

The study aimed to discover how the administrators view the impacts of being an 

academy. Once issued governments are not keener on policy implementation as they 
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are rarely monitored or evaluated for their outcomes. It is up to the school 

administrators to implement these policies at the school level (Levin, 2010). Again, not 

much of studies are conducted in this area except a survey conducted by the Department 

for Education [DfE] in 2014 regarding perceived impacts of academization. Therefore, 

the study conducting this research would be able to show how school administrators 

felt about the Academies Act. 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 
 

Controversies in Academies 

Academies have sparked opposition from many stakeholders (Hatcher, 2009). The 

contested areas of academies comprised of privatising schools, changing the 

characteristics of the schools, questioning the expertise of private sponsors on education 

and biased selection of students. Academies Act allowed the schools to independent of 

Local Education Authorities which paved the academies to explore new avenues in 

pedagogy, organizational structures, partnerships with the private sector, pay structure, 

hiring and firing of teachers, income generation, short-term contracts, alteration in 

catchment areas and budgeting (Armstrong Bunting and Larsen, 2009; Gunter, 2009)in 

order to increase their performance. It also facilitated the direct involvement of the 

government of school management to reframe the school education in a neo-liberal 

framework (Armstrong et al. , 2009) increasing upward accountability and decreasing 

downward accountability. Such autonomy hinders the autonomy for innovation 

(Fielding, 2001; Gleeson and Husbands, 2001) which the act was promised to grant to 

the academies and the administrators. The negative impacts of diminished downward 

accountability are witnessed as many academies are experiencing decrease 

performance, budget deficit, closures and some MATs are exploiting resources of 

academies (The Guardian, 2017a, 2017b; National Audit Office [NAO], 2010; Paton, 

2014).  

 

Furthermore, neo-liberal driven values and practices have changed the role of school 

administrators to act as managers rather than instructional leaders. The roles were 

redefined the professional identities by tilting the balance towards the organisation 

rather than the profession so that the public managers will manage the organizations as 

business-like (Stubbs, 2006). Sponsors have the authority to appoint the GB, leadership 

and management team of the academy who are aligned and immersed in their values 

(Gibson, 2015). The accountability of sponsors is also questioned regarding their 

motives and experience in the education field. Academy sponsors work as benefactors 

and sponsors while at the same time working as contractors, consultants and service 

providers to schools (Ball, 2011).  Education offers a lucrative market for sponsors 

which is continuously expanding and thus sponsoring academies will allow them to 

build their image and learn about schools (Abrams, 2004; Hatcher, 2007) which will 

indirectly help them to increase their market share. Some academies are set up to 

disperse religious beliefs influencing curriculum and pedagogy (Harris and Burn, 

2011). 
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Although Academies were established to tackle social segregation they achieved the 

opposite creating a two-tier system— for rich and poor (BBC News, 2013). Both 

converter and sponsored academies with oversubscription can exclude with their 

oversubscription criteria or select 10% of the student intake based on the aptitude of 

students for certain subjects (Gorard, 2009; West, 2014). Over-subscribed academies 

can choose what type of students they want to admit to the school. These academies 

recruit better performing students to ensure their higher performance in the national 

assessments while turning down others who require more resources and psychic cost in 

staff (Levinson, Cookson and Sadovnik, 2002; Walford, 2014a). Segregation has 

negative impacts on students. Based on Brown vs. Board of Education (1954) it was 

argued that the segregation would deprive certain students of experiencing educational 

opportunities. Social mixing at school is beneficial for increasing student performance 

and building social cohesion (Glatter, 2011). This is evident upon examining the 

performance of PISA of different countries. The countries with comprehensive, 

uniform school systems outperformed countries like the UK where the education is 

much fragmented and diversified with a huge gap between high-performance students 

and low-performance students (ibid.). However, clustering similar students into the 

same schools may negatively impact on student attainments, motivation, self-

belonging, self-esteem and delinquency of students and strengthening social 

reproduction (Rumberger and Palardy, 2005). 

 

Academies are established to increase the performance of disadvantaged students. 

However, these claims have been contested by both official and independent bodies 

(Gunter, 2011a). Longitudinal studies regarding the performance and Ofsted reports of 

academies have shown mixed results and some even requiring improvement and 

dysfunctional (Armstrong et al., 2009; Walford, 2014a). Thus, failing to reduce the gap 

between rich and poor student attainment (Whitty, 2008). The House of Commons 

Committee (2005) cautioned that the government should investigate the impacts of 

academies before it embarks on its application of academies countrywide. According 

to Curtis (2009), many academies failed to achieve the National Challenge benchmark 

set up by the government. Based on the 2003 PricewaterhouseCoopers [PwC] report, 

the first three city academies failed in increasing their performance and they have 

underperformed compared to their predecessor status (Taylor, 2005).   

 

However, the increased performance of certain academies can be attributed to the 

following reasons: the improvements experienced across schools irrespective of 

academies, the reduction in Free School Meal [FSM] student intake, increased intake 

of non-FSM students and introduction of much easier General National Vocational 

Qualification [GNVQ] subjects (Gunter, 2011b; Machin and Wilson, 2009; 

Wrigley,2009; Wrigley, 2011). Therefore, there was no ‘academy effect’. According to 

Titcombe (2008), academies are opting for GNVQ fourteen times higher than their 

predecessors thus boosting the performance of academies. However, this led to a 

watered-down curriculum in many subjects (Wrigley, 2011) questioning whether the 

employers will offer the same weight as the subjects offered in General Certificate of 

Secondary Education [GCSE] general curriculum in job prospects.  
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School Leadership 

The old form of bureaucratic authority has been challenged with managerialism, 

consumerism, public participation, competition and innovation. And it is important that 

the public managers are realigned with these neo-liberal concepts striking a balance 

between old form professionalism and market-driven managerialism (Newman and 

Clarke, 1997). Adopting managerialism allowed administrators to engage in innovation 

(Dunleavy and Hood, 1994). However, this is not the case. Employing such concepts 

will prevent innovation implemented at the grassroot level as they force to implement 

the structure of efficiency and measures of performance (Stubbs, 2006).  Furthermore, 

managerialism redefined the professional identities by tilting the balance towards the 

organisation rather than the profession so that the public managers will manage the 

organizations as business-like (ibid.).    

 

Neo-liberalism also forces the principals to higher accountability and scrutiny which 

will have negative impacts by creating low trust working environments, increased 

documentation and record-keeping, pressure towards achieving efficiency, 

intensification of duties and intrusion of generic managers to schools (Lingard, 1993; 

Rees and Rodley, 1995). Further, principals are compelled to engage in practices which 

are opposing in nature. For example, emphasising on performance management vs team 

building, market curriculum vs inclusive curriculum, and democratic practices vs 

school priorities such as increasing performances (Thomson, 2001). Neo-liberalism 

places the principals as technical and operational managers who simultaneously need 

to exercise social democracy.  Their role is also confined and restricted in terms of 

curriculum, pedagogy, policymaking, innovation, cooperation, ethical obligations and 

controversies over cultural and social issues (ibid.). Although principals can rise above 

this neo-liberal framework it involves risk as it may seem like going against the state 

prescriptions. According to Bauman (1993), when stripped from morality, principals 

become faceless as it facilitates principals to adhere to standards and procedures 

depicted by the state allowing the state to easily control them. In Neo-liberalism, public 

ethics is a liability rather than a strength (Thompson and Riccucci, 1998).  

 

However, these ethical characteristics may seem incompatible with the Neo-liberalism, 

thus leading to complexity and complications in discharging the duties. The conflict 

between professional values and neo-liberal values can be further explained by Hood’s 

(1991) three types of administrative values which include Sigma-type, Theta-type and 

Lambda-type values. Sigma values relate to ‘value for money' and efficiency which 

emphasise on output controls. These values resonate with neo-liberal values. Theta 

values involve honesty, fairness and mutuality while Lambda values involve reliability, 

stability and adaptability. I believe that these two value types are more in line with the 

Keynesian system which championed collectivism above all. Furthermore, all three 

value types cannot be satisfied without comprising the other two variables. For 

example, if the institution is more focused on sigma-type values then it might be 

difficult to achieve honesty and stability in the educational institution. 

 
 



British Journal of Education 

Vol.8, Issue 2, pp.82-103, February 2020 

Published by ECRTD- UK 

                                    Print ISSN: ISSN 2054-6351  

                                                                                                    Online ISSN: ISSN 2054-636X 

86 
 

METHODOLOGY 
 

The study employed a case study to investigate the topic which is an interpretivist 

approach.  The case study involves a detailed investigation into one setting or one 

specific phenomenon (Bogdon and Biklen, 1982). It focuses on an entity — a bounded 

system — which is a representative or atypical of the case (Burns, 1997) allowing the 

researcher to study the topic of interest in detail. Additionally, the case study offers a 

flexible and open-ended approach for data collection and analysis (Grinnell, 1981). 

Furthermore, a case study allows understanding human experiences which will result 

in explanation, evaluation or prescription of policies (Dopson, 2003). As the study 

intended to investigate the experience of school administrators regarding academization 

it was fitting to choose the case study for the research. Although in a case study, the 

findings cannot be generalised to a population my intention is to represent the case — 

the academy — the researcher selected to investigate. However, generalisation can be 

obtained when the research resonates with the epistemology of the reader which she 

can relate to her own perceptions and experiences (Gomm, Hammersley and 

Foster,2000). 

 

Sample 

The academy the researcher selected is a secondary school before it was converted to 

an academy in 2014 (The Office for Standards in Education [Ofsted], 2014). It was a 

merger in 2011 of two secondary schools due to their low student enrolment and 

dilapidating building structure. According to the headteacher[HT] (2018), the merger 

was not well received by the parents of one school which performed well at the Ofsted 

reports while the other school had bad ratings.  After the merger, the school failed to 

increase its performances requiring special measures and was forced to be an academy 

under a MAT. 

 

The school is a typical case representing a sponsored academy located in a 

disadvantaged area. The catchment area of the academy includes 10%-30% low-income 

households (Poverty in City Name – an assessment of need, n.d.). According to 

Assistant Headteacher [AHT] (2018), most students came from working-class families. 

 

The school has 1194 students with a capacity of 1350 and 73 academic staff 

(GetTheData, 2018). The academy has received the outcome in its latest Ofsted report 

as requires improvement in all the areas except sixth form programme being judged as 

Good (Ofsted, 2017). It has a below-average rating for Progress 8 score representing 

18% of the schools in the UK. However, attainment 8 score for the academy is on par 

with the national level. Furthermore, the academy has similar ratings as the national 

ratings when considering achieving Grade 5 or above in English and Mathematics at 

GCSEs (Gov.uk, n.d.). However, this is markedly different when considering the 

disadvantaged pupils in the academy as they performed well below both at the local and 

national level in terms of GCSE (O/L) and Progress 8. At the GCSE (A/L) the academy 

progress was assigned as average. There is a higher proportion of students with SEN 

and health care plans compared to the national level (Ofsted, 2017). There are low levels 

of students whose first language is not English compared to national levels as most of 
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the pupils are British White.13.7% of the children are receiving FSM(GetTheData, 

2018) and the national FSM is 12.4% for secondary schools (DfE, 2018).  

 

Semi-Structured Interviews 

Semi-structured interviews were utilized for data collection tool as they yield rich 

insights into participants’ experience, opinion, values, aspirations, emotions and 

attitudes (May, 2011). They generally depict the questions. But the researcher can 

deviate from the questions based on the participants ‘responses allowing both parties to 

enter a dialogue. They facilitate the people to answer more on their own terms 

simultaneously providing a structure to the interviews if the participants deviate too 

much from the intended goal of the interview (Wellington, 2005).  

 

Thematic Analysis (TA) 

Thematic analysis (TA) can be defined as identifying themes and patterns in the 

collected data set with respect to the research questions (Boyatzis, 1998). TA was used 

to identify themes in the research study, by employing both theory and research-driven 

to develop the themes from the interview transcriptions. In the theory-driven approach, 

themes emerge from the properties of the theory or theories the researcher has selected 

to explain the event. Research-driven themes are developed based on the findings of 

other researchers. Both these approaches allowed the researcher to develop or extend 

the knowledge based on theories and earlier research studies which according to 

Boyatzis not re-inventing the wheel. However, both approaches force the researcher to 

accept the assumptions and biases of the theories and researchers of the previous 

studies. Themes are not dependent on how many times the theme occurs in a data 

corpus. But it rather focuses on whether the data item has captured something 

significant in terms of the research questions which basically rely on the judgement of 

the researcher (ibid.).  

 

In the analysis of data, the researcher followed Braun and Clarke (2006) step-by-step 

guide on doing thematic analysis and the following themes and sub-themes emerged 

from the data regarding the impacts of the changes.  

 Impacts driven by Neo-liberal values 

 Impacts driven by Keynesian values 

 Leadership Impacts Vs Academy Chain Impacts 

 Conflicts of values and ethics (See Figure 1.).   
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Figure 1. The Perceived Impacts of School Administrators 

 

DATA ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION 
 

Perceived Impacts 

Perceived impacts can vary by individual as perceptions are influenced by factors 

relating to the individual. These factors include attitudes, experience, motives, interests 

and expectations (citeman, 2008). Furthermore, the perception of certain impacts of the 

change may be quite different from when measured (Walker, Brewer, Boyne, and 

Avellaneda, 2011).  

 

Impacts driven by Neo-liberal values 

Implementing changes influenced by neo-liberal values increased efficiency, 

performance, standards, accountability and thus creating a positive image of the school.   

Increased efficiency 

Efficiency can be defined as obtaining ‘maximum output with minimum wasted effort’ 

(Oxford, 2018). The HT restructured the staff converting the school from inefficient to 
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efficient organization. He was also able to minimise the waste and eliminate the budget 

deficit by removing redundancies in the staff and restructuring it. 

There was a budget deficit of 800000 pounds… The budget for the school was 7 million 

pounds. So to be spending 10% more than 10%of your budget overspending is bad… 

so I restructured so that it saved us 800 000 pounds. (HT, 2018). 

 

According to AHT (2018), the school being in an academy chain has been able to 

increase its efficiency in terms of two aspects: financial and academic. 

Financial efficiency is obtained through centralising certain services and roles of the 

academy chain through resource sharing. According to AHT (2018), the financial 

efficiency is gained by appointing a single person and services for the three academies 

in HR, finance, timetable, data management and catering services thus allowing the 

school to recruit supporting teaching staff. One of the strategies to increase efficiency 

in academies is to reduce the staffing cost as 80% of the school budget is allocated for 

staff salary (Harden, 2015). 

 

Additionally, AHT expressed that developing the curriculum through collaboration 

between the other two academies also contributed to lessening the workload of teachers 

and thus improving efficiency. In a survey conducted by DfE in 2017 found that 88%, 

84%, 71%, 71% and 54% of MATs achieved efficiency in terms of financial, HR, ICT 

solutions, curriculum and catering.   

 

However, it should be noted that many academies have experienced budget deficits due 

to overstaffing, fraud, higher salaries to top management (The Guardian, 2017b, 2011; 

Owen, 2017). This may since many academies are lacking adequate financial controls 

to ensure proper use of financial resources (www.parliament.uk, 2011). And it was 

recommended by the Public Accounts Committee that the DfE and the YPLA should 

enforce strict financial regulations on academies. 

 

Increased Performance in Academy 

The main reason for the school to be converted to an academy was to increase its 

performance. According to a survey conducted by DfE (2014), two-thirds of the 

academies claimed that the conversion had increased the student attainment. According 

to HT (2018), he has increased the performance of the school since he assumed duties 

as the headteacher. 

I can quantify the improvement in terms of results…Indicators to show that the school 

has improved. The school has almost certainly has improved. 

However, the AHT expressed a different perception regarding the performance of the 

school in terms of inspection and national assessment at Key Stage [KS] 5. 

We’ve been part of Twain Academy School Trust for 4 years now. We are requiring 

improvement. We were four. Now we are 3. We’ve improved. But we are not 2 or 1. 

 (AHT, 2018) 

There is no evidence, yet this academy has improved results for the school. It doesn’t. 

our results were worse than the previous year… the end results for the last 4 years have 

gone up. Last year it dipped a little bit. 

 (AHT, 2018) 
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These two statements, however, corroborates with the facts presented in the Literature 

Review as there is no inconclusive evidence that the academies have increased 

performance. According to Gorard (2011), much of the claims of increased 

performance have been attributed to reducing the intake of FSM students. However, the 

HT denies any student from being expelled or denied entry into the school in the hopes 

of increasing the performance of the school. 

 

For some trusts, they bring about exclusion. They exclude a lot of kids. We don’t… So, 

an academy in pursuit of results looking to show how to bring about improvement who 

got rid of all the naughty kids. the kids who are not going to achieve. 

(HT, 2018) 

 

Building a positive image 

Predecessor status of sponsored academies is expected for their lower expectations, 

aspirations and opportunities for their communities. The national discourses 

surrounding the academies are formulated as such that they will provide remedies for 

the problems mentioned above (Purcell, 2011). Academies were considered as a magic 

bullet for all the ills facing underperforming schools. Such notions of perceptions and 

the changes which initiated to address lower expectations, aspirations and opportunities 

with the conversion to academy status allowed the school to reinvent itself.  Changes 

such as restructuring staff, the introduction of uniform, behavioural policy and code of 

conduct and participatory decision making allowed the HT to change the school 

environment and build a better public relation (PR) with the community.  

With the changes initiated the school was able to change the perception of the 

community it served. Having built a positive image of the school allowed the school to 

experience positive impacts. According to HT: 

 

86% of parents would recommend us to another parent… There is a greater reputation. 

We used to struggle to recruit that would perhaps 180 in a year group. We now have 

250 joining our current year of serving. We have a waiting list. That’s brought about 

our finances. (HT, 2018) 

 

Increased upward accountability 

Accountability can be defined as being responsible for one’s own actions. However, 

exercising too much accountability is never criticised as there is always pressure for 

increased accountability from the top (Charlton, 2002). Having increased upward 

accountability means that school leaders and teachers must adhere to performance 

measurements, appraisals and job descriptions. 

And everybody’s performance is managed and appraised. I am accountable for the last 

school performance. … And I am set to see as managing performing targets. I have to 

demonstrate at the meetings. if I don’t meet then there’s discretion about my 

performance. (HT, 2018) 

 

Facilitated benchmarking in the Academy chain 

Benchmarking can be defined as the technique used to recognise best practices that are 

implemented by other organizations (Baker, 2007). Thus, allowing the organization to 
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implement those practices to improve themselves. It also helps to identify areas that 

need improvement (Gunasekaran, 2005). Working as an academy in a chain allowed 

the school to identify and benchmark practices regarding pedagogy and assessments. 

Currently, the academy has benchmarked its pedagogy and assessment in Mathematics, 

Science, Geography and English and is looking towards benchmarking Technology. 

Furthermore, this process has been facilitated by implementing the centralised MIT 

allowing senior school leaders to assess performance across the chain to identify best 

practices. 

 

However, it was felt that rather than pedagogy being benchmarked it has been 

colonised. Although the colonization of curriculum has occurred at the national level 

through reforms as indicated by Braun, Maguire and Ball (2010) it can be identified 

that the colonisation is occurring at the local level in MATs where the curriculum of 

the hub academy is applied without any modification. However, the Twain academy is 

markedly different from the Harper academy having majority students from middle-

class and ‘outstanding performance’ from the Ofsted reports. And the pedagogy and the 

assessments in hub academy may reflect values, beliefs and ethos that suit and reflect 

middle-class which might not be suitable for the Harper academy and have negative 

impacts on the school. Furthermore, it undermines the values and ethos of the school 

and the stakeholders and suggests that to increase performance the school must adopt 

the procedures that are operated in the hub academy which are designed for middle-

class students. 

 

Increased capacity building 

Building capacity of the staff has occurred in two phases. The first phased involved 

training due to establishing the centralised MIS and professional development with 

appraisal goals and targets. The second phase involved the collaboration of the three 

schools in which middle management are to share experience, expertise and resources 

to develop the subject curriculum.  According to AHT (2018), such collaboration has 

allowed him to work in a strategic role — English Leader—rather than in an operational 

role. 

 

Irrespective of school is an academy or not inter-school collaboration facilitates teacher 

learning, provide opportunities to consult problems and find solutions together and 

build confidence and motivate the staff (Ainscow and Howes, 2006; Ainscow, Muijs 

and West, 2006). Reviewing eleven case studies West (2010) discovered that 

collaboration had a high positive impact on teachers’ knowledge and skills on teaching-

learning, behavioural changes and classroom management.  Thus, ultimately leading to 

improved teaching-learning process and increased the performance of the school. 

Although this new role is an additional responsibility, the AHT was enthusiastic about 

his role contributing to impact positively on the three schools in the chain. This is also 

known as distributed leadership (West, 2010) or system leadership (Gibson, 2018) in 

which leadership is spread across the chain.  
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Impacts driven by Keynesian values 

These impacts involve increasing social justice and equality in the community. In terms 

of the academy, this means increasing downward accountability. 

 

Increased downward accountability 

One of the objectives of academization is to achieve social justice by becoming more 

accountable to the community it is serving through community engagement and 

increasing the performance of students from disadvantaged backgrounds. However, 

according to the recent report by the House of Commons Education Committee (2018), 

the MATs have achieved the opposite. It was felt by parents that many MATs have 

disengaged and disconnected from the communities. Furthermore, the report indicates 

MATs have increased upward accountability rather than downward accountability.  

Although the AHT agreed that being an academy has not increased its capacity to 

address social disadvantage the school leadership has taken the initiative to address it 

through the changes mentioned previously.  

 

But I don’t necessarily think because of the academy but I think it’s because of effective 

leadership in the school. It’s been only 12 months we have actually started to act as one 

organization together. So the improvements thus far have been due to the strong 

leadership of the school. Not through trust (AHT, 2018). 

 

Although statistically, the impact of the school on disadvantaged pupils is small 

compared to the family (Rogers, 2017) coupled with the low attendance rate of these 

students, the school has been able to increase the performance of the students who 

attend school regularly. Furthermore, the school has also taken measures to improve its 

relationship with the community, especially with disadvantaged families. 

we always proactively work with parents…I mean as an example we met with the 

families of disadvantaged children this year and we just ask them if there's anything 

that we could do to improve their life at school and to improve the relationship with the 

family in the school(AHT, 2018).   

 

Negative impacts 

Reduced autonomy 

One of the objectives of converting to an academy is to grant autonomy to school 

leaders so that they can engage in innovation to uplift the performance of the school. 

However, many critics proved the contrary. A research conducted by the London 

School of Economics and Political Science (LSE) showed that more than 70% of the 

academies in MATs having less freedom as compared to their predecessor status under 

LEAs. 

Both AHT and HT agreed that there is less autonomy in the school. Autonomy is 

compromised at two levels: being an academy and being in a chain. According to AHT 

the school converted to an academy altered the autonomy it was experiencing prior to 

the conversion.  

… If you ask the headteacher that I think he would be rather frustrated. Because his 

decisions are significantly eroded. His power in the school is not gone…. he has become 
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a less strategic leader in the school. Now he’s got the CEO, the headteacher, Trust board 

above him (AHT, 2018). 

Autonomy was further reduced when the academy started operating to be aligned with 

the academy trust. Many services and curriculum are centralised.  

We are losing autonomy because certain decisions are not made by us anymore. for 

example, the timetable is not done by us… so we have without a doubt there's less 

autonomy. (AHT, 2018) 

However, the HT expressed his acceptance of reduced autonomy for more positive 

impacts of being in an academy trust through collaboration and resource sharing. 

I might not have a say in what is tested in year 9. But if I can gain an insight as to how 

my school perform against other schools I think it’s very useful information. So, 

autonomy you can say that there is an erosion of autonomy. But it also allowed us to 

establish what best practice is. 

 (HT, 2018) 

 

Experiencing negative emotions 

Changes cause negative emotions which include stress, worry, confusion, exhaustion 

and fear. Although the AHT expressed his satisfaction with his additional responsibility 

collaborating with others in the chain while the HT expressed something quite different 

stating that his role has been so far isolating.  

 

It can be isolating being the headteacher. Very lonely…Who do I go to say that I am 

struggling? Who do I go to if I find this particular part of the school difficult to bring 

about change? Who do I go to say give me advice? Who do I go to when I am stressed, 

and I am struggling? And it’s for senior leaders as well. So, it can be a lonely job. 

bringing something to deliver that’s not popular. So, it can be a very isolating job (HT, 

2018). A study was conducted in Chile regarding experiences of novice principles in 

failing schools serving highly disadvantaged communities. The schools recognised as 

sinking shared many similarities with the Harper school (Galdames, Montecinos, 

Campos, Ahumada, and Leiva, 2017). The principals felt they were alone during the 

change process as there was no support from the staff and the municipal departments 

of education. 

 

Leadership Impacts Vs Academy Chain Impacts 

The following Table 4.1 summarises the impacts of the changes that took place in the 

academy due to changes implemented by the leadership and by the academy chain. 
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Table 4.1: Leadership Impacts Vs Academy Chain Impacts 

Leadership Impacts Academy chain Impacts 

Increased financial efficiency Increased efficiency 

Increased performance Increased capacity building 

Building a positive image   

Increased capacity building  

Increased upward accountability  

Increased downward accountability   

 

Analysing the impacts, it can be stated that the leadership of the school had more impact 

compared to school being in an academy chain. However, this interpretation should be 

considered with two factors: the impacts listed here are perceived impacts therefore and 

might not be the impacts experienced by the school, and according to AHT (2018), the 

academy chain-wide changes occurred since last year and therefore had limited time 

for change implementation.  

 

However, it should be noted that effective leadership is an essential component of 

raising the underperforming schools. Many studies conducted on effective leadership 

have proven that leadership play an important role in increasing student performance 

irrespective of the context of the school (Barber, Whelan, and Clark, 2010; Martorell, 

Heaton, Gates, and Hamilton, 2010).  

 

According to AHT (2018), the improvements so far achieved uplifting the 

disadvantaged pupils were credited to school leadership. Furthermore, HT (2018) stated 

that being an academy has neither increased student performance nor helped him to 

serve as the headteacher in the school. The only positive impacts of being in an academy 

are through collaboration within the academy chain. However, it is not a unique 

characteristic of academy chains. There are many collaborations that are operating 

between GM schools and LEA representatives which provide resource sharing and 

capacity development for the staff. They include formal collaborations, federations, 

amalgamations (Anonymous, 2017) and proved positive results on student 

achievements (Ainscow and Howes, 2006).  

 

So, analysing the interview data, it seems as there is no ‘academic effect’ offered by 

academization which is also confirmed by HT and AHT. According to the NAO report 

in 2018 converting schools to academies have cost the government £745 million since 

2010 (George, 2018). Furthermore, prior to their conversion, the former heads stated 

what the school needed was investment and revitalisation (Gunter and McGinity, 2014).  

Rather than turning underperforming schools to academies, the effort and resources 

could have been diverted to changing and developing leadership and providing 

additional resources to them. 

 

Conflicts of values and ethics 

Both individual and group decisions are influenced by values (Hughes, Rao, and Akler, 

1976). Values guide people’s actions, behaviours and judgements (Beatty, Kahle, 
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Homer, and Misra, 1985). Therefore, the decisions on what changes to implement 

depend on the values of the individuals who are implementing them. According to Hood 

(1991), there are three types of administrative values: Sigma, Theta and Lambda. The 

changes and impacts initiated by the leadership can be attributed to sigma, theta and 

lambda values. And the trust initiated-changes can be attributed to sigma values. 

Therefore, it can be stated that the values of school administrators in the academy are 

influenced by both neo-liberal and Keynesian values while academy trust is influenced 

by neo-liberal values.  

 

It is evident that both AHT and HT while aiming to achieve efficiency and performance 

that they are committed to achieving social justice for the community it is severing.  

…in order to close the gap in performance, you have to do something deliberate and to 

improve the pace of disadvantaged children because if everyone approves the gap 

improves. You’ve got to do something that closes the gap. Disadvantaged children have 

to make a faster rate of progress than others (AHT, 2018).  

 

…I could have done things quicker by excluding children. All in all, let’s get rid of 

them. That’s not right by the community we serve. schools that exclude in higher rate 

is not serving its community (HT, 2018). 

 

However, the HT also expressed his concerns on staff and pupils’ well-being over 

pursuing efficiency and performance implying that there may be a compromise of theta 

and lambda values — Keynesian values. 

 

...I would say that there has been…. it does take out on my senior leaders. It does affect 

their wellbeing. The long hours. Stress. It does affect their health… People left school 

because they weren’t doing the job. it affected their livelihood and affects their family 

(HT, 2018). 

 

 Sometimes wonder if we put too much stress on pupils. And the impact is having all 

the expectations stress we put on them the demands we put on the children to get good 

grades is that some way of robbing of them their childhood (HT, 2018). 

 

According to Bell and Stevenson (2006) when the role of headteacher converted from 

welfarist to a manager then the educational values are forfeited for performance and 

efficiency. These collisions often lead to ethical dilemmas, struggles, negotiations and 

compromises.  But according to Wright (2001), due to strong external influences such 

as accountability, forces the school leaders to adhere to neo-liberal values at the expense 

of Keynesian values. However, effective leadership can strike a balance between both 

these extremes trying to achieve both values (Bell and Stevenson, 2015). According to 

Hood’s three types of administrative values, placing one value type at the centre may 

constrain achieving the other two value types. So, in academization emphasising more 

on performance and efficiency may lead to achieving fewer opportunities to achieve 

social justice and security which can be attributed to the concerns of the HT expressed 

mentioned previously.  
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Key Findings 

Perceived impacts reflect the neo-liberal and Keynesian values of school leadership. 

However, implementing changes driven by neo-liberal values seems to have come to 

conflict with the Keynesian and ethical values of the school leaders especially regarding 

the headteacher. Although they try to balance between the two types of values neo-

liberal values seems to have dominated their decision-making process due to external 

accountability structures imposed by the government. Moreover, the school 

administration also doubts that the academization had a positive impact on school 

performance but rather attribute the success they gained so far as a school is due to its 

leadership. It is therefore crucial that introducing innovative governing structures must 

be carefully studied and monitored not to constrain school administrators but to 

empower and facilitate them as the success of the academies or schools are dependent 

on the leadership skills of the school administrators. 

 

Limitations 

The main obstacle I faced during the research was recruiting academies to participate 

in the research. My initial objective was to conduct the research covering five 

academies interviewing at least two members from the school senior management team. 

Only one academy responded to me positively therefore, I had to redesign my research 

to reflect the case study to only include one school. 

 

Another limitation was that I could not decide the place and time of the interviews. I 

had to reschedule the interview with the headteacher thrice. Additionally, I conducted 

the interviews at the school and therefore were subjected to interruptions. And the 

interviews were scheduled in late afternoons may have also affected the responses of 

the participants due to fatigue and exhaustion after their days work at school.  I was 

also unable to schedule any follow-up interviews with the two participants which would 

have enabled me to clarify any doubts regarding the content of the first interviews with 

them and to gain better understand the perception of the academization of school 

administrators. 

 

Future Research 

Reflecting on the findings I think there are many possibilities for future research with 

respect to the Academies Act. The following are such three possibilities. 

One research possibility is examining the experiences of senior management in 

implementing the academies act. As the HT expressed his lack of support during the 

changes a study involving many school leaders to examine the ‘professional isolation’ 

of them during changes may give more insight into this phenomenon.  It is also possible 

to study the experience of middle managers — Assistant Headteachers — as the 

academization has positive impacts on AHT’s role in this case study. 

Another research possibility is to conduct the same research in a converter academy 

where the perception of administrators might be different from the sponsored academy 

or obtaining a bigger sample. 

The final possibility of research is the colonisation of culture or acculturation occurring 

especially in sponsored academies by the hub academy. This colonization may occur in 
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the form of curriculum, teaching methods and training and development of staff. 

However, there are no studies that are conducted about acculturation in sponsored 

academies. It is interesting to see to what extent this phenomenon occurs across the 

academies replacing the values and beliefs of working-class families with the beliefs 

and values of middle-class families.   
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