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EXECUTIVE COMMENTARY 

I would like to welcome this excellent and timely report. The 2010 Academies Act was one of 
the first pieces of legislation passed by the Coalition Government, rushed through hastily and 
leaving many questions unanswered. One of the most crucial was the nature of Local 
Authorities’ relationship with schools and local accountability; in fact, on this point the act was 
largely silent. Michael Gove invited a discussion on this topic in 2010 and, in 2012, David 
Laws challenged Local Authorities to show us what they could do to help schools improve 
and thrive. Through the development of a city wide cooperative, and the implementation of 
the recommendations set out in this report, Birmingham is doing just that.  

When I took on the role of Cabinet Member for Children and Family Services I wrote to all 
schools in the city. I stated my intention to work with them all, regardless of their status and 
circumstances. A Birmingham school has Birmingham children in it, and I truly believe we 
can only achieve the best for our children if schools work together in cooperation rather than 
against each other in competition. As the report highlights, our city has a proud legacy of 
inter school working and it has shown real results in school improvement. It would be a 
tragedy to let that fade away.  

Whilst I have serious concerns about parts of the coalition’s agenda on academies and free 
schools, I recognise that, as this report rightly sets out, schools choose to make the switch 
for a range of reasons, some which I consider would be beneficial to all schools. However 
the report paints an alarming picture. All heads who gave evidence cited government 
incentives rather than ideological agreement with the policy as their reason for converting. 
Those reasons ranged from financial incentives, to the desire to keep a level of control of 
their school rather than have government forcibly intervene with a solution that was not 
appropriate. An optional policy should be followed on its merit, not because of bribes or 
threats. This leads me to conclude that we are as a city taking the right stance in helping 
schools to develop a city wide cooperative, to preserve and grow what is great about our 
city’s education, to mitigate some of the policy’s deeply worrying side effects and plug the 
gaping hole in the government’s education agenda. 

 

Concerns have arisen around ethos, cohesion and inclusivity. A city as wonderfully 
diverse as Birmingham should be educating its children about all the cultures and 
religions which exist in the city- not to do so would lead to a weakening of social 
cohesion. And yet as the report flags, academies and free schools are not required to 
follow the locally set, highly regarded and widely respected RE syllabus. The report 
raises concerns that I share around the long term effect this may have on our city.  



The ethos of sponsorship is as the report flags a cause for concern. That private 
companies can bid for our children’s futures and potentially profit in the process is a 
prospect that many who gave evidence find the most concerning aspect of the 
Academy policy. Parents of children being educated through some sponsors have 
reported in this document difficulty in engaging with them, and governors have quit 
out of frustration of being unable to work with them. They have reported lack of 
meaningful consultation on conversion, not aided by the lack of guidance in 
legislation as the report points out, and governors have often been surprised by their 
substantial new responsibilities. Parents of children with Special Educational Needs  
have in their evidence expressed concern over the academy agenda and there has 
been a drop in applications to academies from such pupils. This point requires further 
investigation, and urgently, if we are to be sure that the children in our city who need 
support the most are going to continue to get it. 

Most pressing to us at the point of writing is, sadly, our budget. Birmingham is facing 
unprecedented and disproportionate cuts to its finances, and the way that academy 
transfers are being handled by central government is adding to the pressure. The 
uncertainty of our budgets and the financial overcompensating of schools that 
become academies from the council’s budgets is extreme. Awful choices that we 
have to make as a council are being made harder by the way the central government 
choses to handle the situation.  

 

Some schools, unions and parents have wanted the LA to step in, to stop this 
process of academisation in the city and the concerns that this report highlights. This 
though is a moot point because the local authority cannot stop schools from 
becoming academies; it is enshrined so in law. What we can do though is to evolve a 
new way of working together in this changed world. We are not an all controlling 
council and should not seek to be, but that does not mean we have no role to play in 
enabling the civic coordination of education in our city. 

I also recognise that we did not get everything right ourselves. The report paints a mixed 
picture of the Council’s relationship with schools in the past; again, like the academy policy 
itself, some chose to leave us not because they were opposed to the Council, but because 
we weren’t good enough at serving them. Some schools had to follow an academy path 
because the Council did not do all it could have done to help them. This report does not lead 
me to conclude that we should seek return to the old ways however; the world has changed, 
and we as a council need to change with it. What this report does tell me are the concerns of 
parents, governors, heads and teachers for the future of the children of our city, and shows 
the council how it can play a proactive role in addressing these concerns with them. I 
welcome and look forward to enacting the recommendations in this report, in complement 
with the Birmingham school’s cooperative. I would like to thank all the committee and those 
who contributed for this excellent and thoroughly researched piece of work and hope that this 
can make a real difference to the children of Birmingham. 


