Mythbusters Busted!

The Department for Education has published a “mythbusters” Briefing Document entitled “The Case for School Freedom: National and International Evidence”. 
The evidence it offers for its Free Schools and Academies programme is partial, selective and highly tendentious. This Briefing document from the NUT analyses and rebuts the Government’s arguments.
The Case for School Freedom: National and International Evidence
Free Schools Raise Standards 
· A recent study concluded that Boston’s charter schools ‘have a consistently positive impact on student achievement.’ The estimated impact on maths achievement for charter middle schools in particular is ‘extraordinarily large’ and amounts to cutting roughly half the size of the black-white achievement gap (Atila Abdulkadiroglu, Josh Angrist, et al, Informing the Debate: Comparing Boston’s Charter, Pilot and Traditional Schools, The Boston Foundation, 2009). 

· New York has instituted a ‘report card’ system – it grades schools from A to F based predominantly on test scores and the progress of pupils. The charter schools have performed better than other schools, with the majority received As and Bs (The New York Times, 20 December 2007). 

· Recent studies from Chicago and Florida indicate that charter school students have higher ACT scores, higher graduation rates and a greater probability of attending college than students who attend traditional public schools (Booker et al, Achievement and attainment in Chicago charter schools,  RAND, 2007; Booker et al, Going beyond test scores: Evaluating charter school impact on educational attainment in Chicago and Florida, 2008; Zimmer et al, Charter Schools in Eight States: Effects on Achievement, Attainment, Integration, and Competition, RAND, 2009).  
· An evaluation of the Academies programme PwC found that there had been an average annual increase of 5 percent in the number of students achieving 5 A*-C grades including English and maths. This is five times faster than the national average rate of improvement, and twice as fast as schools with a comparable intake (PricewaterhouseCoopers, Academies Evaluation Fifth Annual Report, November 2008). One likely contributing factor is Academies’ freedom over the school day: 80% of Academies are providing extended programmes of instruction and support for pupils by extending the number of teaching hours in the week (Ofsted, Assessment Judgements 2008/09 for Maintained Schools, 2009). 
NUT RESPONSE

The Evidence from the UK Academies Programme

An evaluation of the Academies Programme commissioned by the Government and conducted by consultants PriceWaterhouseCoopers found that there was no evidence to suggest that overall academies were producing the promised improvements in education, with results and experiences varying widely. There was also evidence that where academies were improving, they were doing so by changing their intake rather than doing better with the same pupils.

The report concluded that:

“There is insufficient evidence to make a definitive judgement about Academies as a model for school improvement”. (PricewaterhouseCoopers, Academies Evaluation Fifth Annual Report, November 2008) 
The Government claims that the 63 Academies which have been open long enough to have GCSE results in both 2008 and 2009, have seen an increase of 5.0 percentage points in the number of pupils gaining five A* to C grades at GCSE including English and mathematics.  

Comparing the 101 Academies with results in 2009 to their predecessor schools in 2001, the Government says there has been a 16.4 percentage point improvement in the percentage of pupils achieving five A*-C including English and mathematics from 17.8 per cent in 2001 to 34.2 per cent in 2009. This compares to an 11.9 percentage point improvement nationally from 38.8 per cent in 2001 to 50.7 per cent in 2009.

The NUT wants all schools to succeed and to continue to raise the academic attainment of their pupils. However, there is strong circumstantial evidence that Academies are pushing students into taking less academically rigorous qualifications to boost their headline GCSE results.

Think tank Civitas believes the headline results are misleading and that some Academies are using the fact that they are exempt from Freedom of Information (FoI) laws to hide evidence of "dumbing down". 

In a report published in December 2009, Civitas says that Academies claims for their GCSE results are impossible to verify as they do not have to release the breakdown of their results.  Civitas alleges that some Academies push pupils into taking exams that are less academically rigorous than GCSEs to boost their league table position. They question the value of some vocational qualifications and say they also take up less teaching time than GCSEs. They can be worth up to four top GCSEs grades (A*-C) in the league tables. 

Civitas contacted 80 Academy principals and asked them for the details of their GCSE or equivalent results. Only 43% of the 40 Academies that agreed to take part were willing to disclose the subjects and qualifications that their pupils had taken. Of those which did, some did reveal a high number of vocational qualifications and a low number of academic qualifications achieving grades A* to C. The range of subjects studied also appeared limited. The headline performance in GCSEs of a number of Academies was considerably lower when these vocational qualifications were not included.  

The report gives a number of examples of Academies which are performing very well in their five A*-C GCSEs and equivalent figures, but much less well when English and maths are included. 

One Academy in the East Midlands has an A*-C rate which drops 21 percentage points when only GCSEs are included. But all students are entered for a particular vocational qualification worth four GCSEs and the pass rate is 100%. 

A study by the Historical Association of 700 history teachers' experiences in almost 650 secondary schools found that only six per cent of Academies surveyed teach history as a standalone subject, compared with 97% of independent schools.

The Report of Her Majesty’s Chief Inspector for schools shows that of the 31 Academies inspected between September 2009 and April 2010, over half were inadequate or satisfactory. 

An analysis of the exam results of the 74 Academies with two or more years of GCSE results by the Anti Academies Alliance found that 32% saw their results fall in 2009. Some 59% of the schools remain in National Challenge (with fewer than 30% of their pupils gaining 5+ GCSEs including English and maths).

The Evidence from the United States

The Government claims above refer to results in individual US states. However to get a overall picture of the success of Charter schools it is necessary to look at the national picture.  Researchers from the Center for Education Outcomes (CREDO) at Stanford University recently carried out the first national assessment of US Charter School impacts. This found that results in 83 per cent of charter schools are no better than or “significantly worse” than their equivalent local public schools.

The research involved a longitudinal student-level analysis of charter school impacts on more than 70% of the students in charter schools in 15 US states and the District of Colombia. The study reveals that:

 “…a decent faction of charter schools, 17 per cent provide superior education opportunities for their students. Nearly half of the charter schools nationwide have results that are no different from the local public school options and over a third, 37 per cent, deliver learning results that are significantly worse than their students would have realised had they remained in traditional public schools.” (Multiple Choice: Charter School Performance in 16 States, CREDO, Stanford University, 2009)

Speaking at the Spectator Conference on 4 March, James Merriman, Chief Executive Officer, New York City Charter School Centre, stated that the lesson from the United States is that the market place does not itself provide for increased academic attainment.  States that have had a free market and low barriers to enter generally have lots of very bad schools and an overall negative effect on student achievement. Conversely, states that have had high barriers to entry, good monitoring of schools and they have taken tough decisions around the closure of schools and their performance, have improved academic achievement, he said.

He also warned that if the UK trod the path of market-based school choice, we had better be ready for the political consequences which were:

 “…the spectacle of schools closing. Lots of schools closing and parents do not like their schools being closed”. (James Merriman, Chief Executive Officer, New York City Charter School Centre, Spectator Conference, London, 4 March 2010)

The Evidence from Sweden

The introduction of Free Schools has coincided with a 20 year decline in academic standards in Sweden. 
Last month the Swedish education minister Bertil Ostberg said that free schools in Sweden have been a failure and warned the British Government not to introduce them. Mr Ostberg told the Sunday Mirror: 

“We have actually seen a fall in the quality of Swedish schools since the free schools were introduced”. He added: “The free schools are generally attended by children of better educated and wealthy families making things even more difficult for children attending ordinary schools in poor areas.” He said the priority for policy makers should be “improving the quality of teaching across the board”. (Sunday Mirror, 30.5.10)

At the beginning of the 1990s, Swedish pupils fared well in international comparisons but in the last 20 years their performance has declined. This decline is most notable in maths and science but is evident also in Reading Comprehension. In addition to average grades having worsened, the spread of grade point averages (GPAs) has widened over time, in other words, the variation in results between schools and between various groups of pupils has become more pronounced. 

To examine the causes of this, the Swedish National Agency for Education (NAE) published a review of factors influencing Educational Attainment in Swedish schools. 
This Review found that since 1993, and particularly since 1998, there have been increasing differences in grades attained by various groups of pupils (differentiated by social background, gender and ethnicity) but most particularly between groups differentiated by parents’ educational background. Researchers conclude:

 “that an increasing differentiation of levels of attainment coincides with comprehensive changes in the Swedish school system that have occurred since the beginning of the 1990s”. 
‘What Influences Educational Achievement in Swedish Schools? A Systematic Review and Summary Analysis, Skilverket (Swedish National Agency for Education, September 2009
The Review examined the impact of Segregation, Decentralisation and the Individualisation of Learning on pupil attainment.

In terms of the impact of Segregation, the Review confirms that differentiation in attainment has increased during the 1990s. The evidence shows that parents’ level of education is the one factor that most heavily influences grade-point average outcomes, having approximately double the explanatory value of pupils’ gender and ethnicity. The analyses also showed a marked increase in between-group differences in grades, once again explained predominantly by parental level of education.

The link between parents’ levels of education and school’s results is approximately twice as strong at school level than at individual level and has been strengthening at school level over time. The National Agency for Education (2006) has confirmed that school level effects have intensified and that the specific school a child attends has gained increased significance for how a pupil performs.
Evidence from the OECD

A report published by the OECD in August 2009 came up with some important conclusions:

“It is far from clear that the quasi-market forces, such as increased autonomy, competition and choice, have improved outcomes which would indicate educational innovations are occurring.

“As with other educational quasi-markets, charter schools appear to be less adept at generating new options … a closer analysis of reports (on charter schools)… finance fewer products and process innovations, particularly at the technical core – in the classroom.

“While critics claim that the hated ‘one size fits all’ approach to education is inherent in public control, such standardisation is also possible through the private cost-savings in the ‘cookie-cutter’ approach.  In the US, these standardising tendencies in large-scale operations are becoming more evident with the growing presence of corporations which try to increase their share of the market.

“Based on evidence reviewed in this analysis, it appears that there is no direct causal relationship between leveraging quasi-market mechanisms of choice and competition in education and inducing educational innovation in the classroom.  In fact, the very causal direction is in question in view of the fact that Government intervention, rather than market forces, has often led to pedagogical and curricular innovation.”

Education Working Paper, No. 25, ‘Do Quasi-Markets Foster Innovation in Education?  A Comparative Perspective’,
Free Schools Help the Disadvantaged  
· Charter schools in New York have been shown to dramatically close the gap separating inner-city neighbourhood students from those of the wealthiest suburbs – by 86 percent in maths and 66 percent in English (Caroline M. Hoxby, Sonali Murarka, and Jenny Kang, How New York City’s Charter Schools Affect Achievement, The New York City Charter Schools Evaluation Project, 2009).  
· The Harlem Children’s Zone charters have completely closed the black-white achievement gap at both elementary and middle school level. Harlem has double the national child poverty rate and has been hit by drugs and crime for decades (Will Dobbie and Roland G. Fryer, Jr, Are High-Quality Schools enough to close the Achievement Gap? Evidence from a Bold Social Experiment in Harlem, Harvard University, 2009). 
· Charter schools in Chicago close half of the achievement gap between disadvantaged inner-city public school students and middle-income students in suburban districts. This is despite the fact that those students entered the charter schools achieving lower scores on average than their public school peers (Caroline M. Hoxby and Jonah E. Rockoff, Findings from the City of Big Shoulders: Chicago Charters, in Education Next, 2005). 

· In England, Academies are helping disadvantaged pupils achieve more. Between 2008 and 2009, the percentage of pupils on free school meals at Academies who achieved 5 or more A*-C grades at GCSE (including English and maths) rose by 3.1 percentage points. This level of improvement exceeds the national figure for pupils on free school meals (DCSF analysis).  
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The Evidence from Sweden
The Review conducted by the Swedish National Agency for Education in 2009 concludes that resources in the form of class sizes and teacher-pupil ratios do have a significantly greater effect on pupils with lower academic possibilities and weaker support from home. The report states:

 “Given the result, that differences between schools have increased and that the profile of pupils within schools has become more homogeneous, resources and their allocation assume greater importance in understanding how variation in pupils’ educational attainments has widened.”

The 2009 Review also finds a link between decentralisation and streaming and homogenisation in schools. It outlines Swedish and international research showing how educational attainment does not benefit from school classes being homogenous and how streaming as a ‘catch all’ solution has a negative impact on educational attainment.
It states that a series of studies seem to indicate:

 “more general and rote like changes in teaching practice, with increased individualisation in pupils’ classroom work and a shift of responsibility from teacher to pupil rather than teaching becoming more flexible and shaped on the basis of differences between pupils. One consequence of these changes in teaching practice is that home support for schoolwork (where parents’ level of education and cultural capital are central) has gained increased importance for the performance of individual pupils.”

Since the 1990s, a major change in educational practice and classroom teaching in Sweden has been the introduction of computers. However, research has shown that pupils require considerable support from their teachers when computers are used in teaching. From several studies it is clear that Swedish students spend less time listening to longer presentations from their teachers than the EU/OECD average and that teaching reading and writing is based to a large extent on individual work. Pupils are thus expected to assume a great deal of responsibility for their own learning and for those in early school grades, this responsibility extends to their parents. The NAE believes:

 “this increase in individual work means that socio-cultural factors, such as parents’ level of education and cultural capital, assume every increasing importance.” 

The Evidence from the UK Academies Programme

Some Academies in socially deprived areas have undoubtedly done well and helped children from disadvantaged backgrounds to achieve well academically. The same is true of many maintained community schools serving disadvantaged communities. Conversely many Academies have not been successful, results have not gone up and there is evidence of ‘dumbing down’ in terms of the taught curriculum. This will have far reaching consequences for children leaving school and seeking to find work or move on to further or higher education with qualifications that are not as highly regarded as traditional GCSE subjects.
 Free Schools are in Demand 
· US charter schools are enormously oversubscribed. Nationwide there is a waiting list equivalent to ten per cent of the children attending charter schools. Nationwide there is a waiting list equivalent to ten per cent of the children attending charter schools. In Massachusetts demand is 55 per cent of enrolment (Herbert Walberg, School Choice: the findings, 2007).  
· On average there are 2.6 applications for every Academy place in England (DCSF, Academies Evaluation: Fifth Annual Report, November 2008). 
· Polling by the Confederation of Swedish Business found that, when looking at the overall measure of satisfaction, 91 percent of free school parents gave their school a positive grade, compared with just 63 percent of state school parents (Cited in Daisy Meyland-Smith and Natalie Evans, A Guide to School Choice Reforms, Policy Exchange 2009). 
NUT Response
Do Parents Want More Choice and Is it Desirable?
In Sweden, Free Schools were introduced to bring about parental and student choice in a system where until the early 1990s, all children attended their local municipal school. A choice of school was thus being introduced where none had previously existed and there was a political consensus around the issue.

This is not the case in the UK where there is currently a wide choice of school types: 
· maintained community schools
· Academies

· Voluntary Aided schools

· Voluntary Controlled schools, 
· Grammar schools

· Foundation schools

· Foundation Trust schools and 
· Private schools. 
Any of these school types may also be faith schools and may be wholly or partially selective.
Although competition may bring benefits in commercial life, there is no positive evidence that it lifts educational standards and much negative evidence that it reduces equity. In Finland – the country which both reaches the highest standards and achieves the best equity – there is no competition within the education system. 
An OECD CERI Working Paper which examined what works in innovation in education concluded: 


“Yet in many ways the language of school choice in the political debate is 
not today a helpful one, in terms of promoting a more productive 
partnership between educators and their clients…”


“These are divisive questions that continue to dominate the political 
dialogue around choice. They are important questions to resolve at the 
political level, but have an unfortunate tendency to distract from more 
constructive efforts to involve families more closely in education in co-
operation with schools.”
(OECD CERI Working paper, “What Works in Education – School: A Choice of Directions” by Donald Hirsch, May 2002, page 34)
A report from the Danish Technological Institute which examined international evidence on student performance found that:

“More differentiated school systems are associated with higher variance in student performance.” 

In addition it concluded:

 “Less differentiated, more comprehensive schools systems are more efficient in adjusting for students’ socio-economic background and thus in providing equal learning opportunities for students.” 

Explaining Student Performance, Evidence from the international PISA, TIMSS and PIRLS surveys, Danish technological Institute, Final Report, November 2005, pages 149 and 150)

An Ipsos Mori poll published on 1 April 2010 found that most of the public want state-funded schools to be kept public and run by government. A mere 5% of the public supported the establishment of Free Schools.

The poll revealed that parents and the public generally believe that today’s state-funded schools are of good quality; and the public want state-funded schools to be run by local authorities in preference to any other type of provider (including universities, groups of parents, charities or private companies). 
Just 4% of the public favoured allowing state-funded schools to be run by private sector companies. 

Parents and the public rejected by a ratio of nine to one any increase in autonomy for head teachers. The public wanted the work of head teachers to be checked and regulated by inspectors, governing bodies, local councils and the Government. 
(Who should run our schools? Results of an Ipsos Mori poll, UNISON/NASUWT, 1 April 2010)
Free Schools Improve Discipline 

· A National Audit Office report found that Academies had, on average, better pupil attendance than similar schools. Academies also achieved a substantial reduction in absence compared with the previous school year, contrasting with a small rise in absence nationally over the same period (National Audit Office, Excellence in Cities and Fresh Start Schools, 2007).    

· Absence rates in Academies have fallen from 2007/08 to 2008/09 at a faster rate than the national average for maintained secondary schools. In those Academies with data over the last two years overall absence has fallen by 0.57 percentage points compared to 0.13 percentage points for maintained secondary schools.  For Persistent Absentees that drop has been 1.5 percentage points compared to 0.7 percentage points for maintained secondary schools (DCSF, Pupil Absence in England, 2010). 
NUT RESPONSE
The Government’s own official figures show that both overall absence rates and persistent absence rates are higher in Academies than in state funded secondary schools as a whole. 

DCSF figures shows that the overall absence rate in state funded secondary schools (which includes maintained secondary schools, city technology colleges and Academies) in England in 2008/09 was 7.25% whereas for Academies alone the rate was 8.38%. 
The persistent absence rate in state funded secondaries stood at five per cent whereas in Academies the figure was 7.1%.

 (DCSF: Pupil Absence in Schools in England, Including Pupil Characteristics: 2008/09)
 Debunking Myths About School Freedom 
Myth: Free Schools will only benefit the well-off 
Reality:
· 91 percent of New York charter school students participate in the Free or Reduced-Price lunch program (compared with 72 percent of students in the traditional state schools). 61 percent are African-Americans (who make up only 32 percent of the city’s total student population) and 29 percent are Hispanic (Caroline M. Hoxby, Sonali Murarka, and Jenny Kang, How New York City’s Charter Schools Affect Achievement, The New York City Charter Schools Evaluation Project, 2009). 
· There is a higher proportion of FSM pupils in Academies compared to the national average. Around 30% of pupils are eligible for FSM in 63 Academies compared to around 13% nationally (DCSF analysis). 
NUT RESPONSE

The US Education system is far more segregated than that in the UK. Charter Schools in predominantly urban areas have appealed to poorer and predominantly ethnic minority families who have traditionally been unable to access or felt let down by some of the better public schools.

This is not the situation in the UK where the majority of schools serve a local community and the make up of that community is reflected in the school population.
In England, a leading education lawyer, Graham Burns, who is acting on behalf of three groups of parents who wish to establish their own parent-led Free Schools told the Guardian that parents from poor neighbourhoods will be unable to access the policy because they lack money and influential friends. 
Burns, said well-connected parents would be far more likely to succeed in setting up their own schools because they had the necessary funds and could access help to navigate the legal and bureaucratic maze. 
He warned that while the policy had popular appeal, there were "all sorts of complex issues such as school admissions policies for parents to decipher".
Burns said: "Those parents in need of greater choice and better schools in their area are most likely to be those least able to set up and run schools without help.

"Many of those parents will come from more deprived backgrounds and will have lower educational attainment. They will be unlikely to have the resources – both financial and non-financial. If [poorer] parents aren't given help, it will only be those who are the most able to help themselves who will progress and thrive."

A guide for parents issued by the new Schools Network which is advising parents wishing to set up their own schools suggests that parents "try and find a lawyer and an accountant who are parents and are interested in your idea". It also recommends parents are credit-checked, which could rule out those on lower incomes.

Parents who are preparing to set up their own schools have admitted they have barristers, architects and surveyors on side and are dedicating hours of their free time to the project each day.

Simon Fitzpatrick – who is leading a group of parents who want to set up a school in Wandsworth, south-west London said that to get help, "you ring mates and talk to people". The group hope to establish the first state school to be run at a profit.  A 900 pupil comprehensive would be set up in the disused Bolingbroke Hospital in 2013. Five potential sponsors have been named so far. 

The managing director of a management consultancy firm Fitzpatrick said: "We have asked for favours. Without too much work, you can find people who know folk. You make some calls and stuff happens." He said he was sending about 50 emails a day to get the project started.

One parent group intending to set up a school in Hertfordshire said it counted a chartered accountant, a lawyer and an ex-barrister among its numbers. 
Another, which is setting up a school in Acton, west London, includes the chief economist at OfGem, the head of strategy at Orange, and a member of the Foreign Office. 

(Guardian.co.uk at 21.59 BST on Monday 26 April 2010. A version appeared on p14 of the Main section section of the Guardian on Tuesday 27 April 2010) 

Myth: Free Schools will covertly select the most able pupils
Reality:
· The major report on Chicago charter schools found that the charters studied drew students who were, on average, lower achieving than public school students in the neighbourhoods where the schools were located (Caroline M. Hoxby and Jonah E. Rockoff, Findings from the City of Big Shoulders: Chicago Charters, in Education Next, 2005). 
· PISA results show that more than a decade after the reforms, Sweden is one of the least ability-segregated school systems in the OECD (Micklewright et al, Social Segregation in Schools: How does England Compare with Other Countries?’ ISER Working Paper 2006-2, 2006). 
 Myth: The existence of Free Schools will hamper the performance of neighbouring schools
Reality:
· Evidence from Sweden suggests that all schools improve when the number of free schools increases. A ten percent increase in free school enrolment led to a one percentile increase in pupil performance across all schools in a municipality (Anders Bohlmark and Mikael Lindahl, The Impact of School Choice on Pupil Achievement, Segregation and Costs: Swedish Evidence, The Institute for the Study of Labour, 2007).
· Another Swedish study found that in a given municipality a 10 percent increase in the number of children attending free schools led to a 6 percent performance increase in standardised ninth-grade mathematics tests. (Asa Ahlin, Does School Competition Matter? Effects of a Large-Scale School Choice Reform on Student Performance, Uppsala University, 2003).  
        The larger the share of pupils attending independent schools, the better the results in the municipal schools were – this was true after testing ‘more than 20,000 different variations of our model’ (Fredrik Bergstrom and Mikael Sandstrom, School Choice Works! The Case of Sweden, Milton and Rose D. Friedman Foundation, 2002).
NUT RESPONSE

Anders Bohlmark and Mikael Lindahl conducted further studies after the one quoted above and began to find evidence that contradicted their earlier conclusions.

For example, their research report, ‘Does School Privatization Improve Educational Achievement? Evidence from Sweden’s Voucher Reform’, September 2008 examined the data set of 20% of students graduating from the 9th grade (normally at age 16) in Sweden between 1988-2003, effectively observing compulsory school pupils for as many as 16 years. 
The result showed:
· On 9th grade outcomes they found that an increase in the private school share by 10 percentage points is expected to increase average grade point average (GPA) by nearly 1 percentile rank point. “We consider this a fairly small effect”.

· In terms of first-year high school GPA estimates, the researchers concluded that the positive effect for the 9th grade GPA did not seem to persist to the next study year.

· The researchers did not find any effect on GPA at the end of the 3rd year in high school. “Thus we conclude that the positive effects that we have found for the ninth grade vanish over time”.

· In terms of the impact on long-term educational performance in terms of university attendance and years of schooling, they found statistically insignificant estimates throughout for the long-term outcomes.  

 Myth: Free Schools do well because they use exclusion as a first resort 
Reality:
· Academies are often accused of having higher exclusion rates than other schools. In reality, though, half of Academies in the PWC report had three or fewer permanent exclusions and six had none (PricewaterhouseCoopers, Academies Evaluation Fifth Annual Report, November 2008). More importantly, the data shows that ‘Academies, including those in London, have exclusion rates no higher than the rest of their Local Authority.’ (DCSF, Academy Exclusion Rates in London, 12 January 2009). Because they are in poor areas, which tend to have more pupils with challenging behaviour, they give the appearance of high exclusions. 

NUT RESPONSE

The Evidence from the UK Academies Programme

Figures published by the former DCSF in October 2009 show that permanent exclusion rates in Academies (0.42 per cent) are twice those at community secondary schools (0.21 per cent).  Overall children and young people with special needs, on free school meals and from certain ethnic minority groups are most likely to be excluded.  These children then become the responsibility of neighbouring schools.  Among permanently excluded children, 33 in every 10,000 are children with a special educational need compared to four in every 10,000 without. 
 Myth: Free Schools neglect SEN pupils 
Reality:
· Evidence demonstrates that Academies have higher proportions of SEN pupils than the national average and comparison groups (PricewaterhouseCoopers, Academies Evaluation Fifth Annual Report, November 2008).
NUT RESPONSE

It is unsurprising that existing Academies have higher proportions of SEN pupils. The Government’s “reality” response tilts at windmills. The evidence is not that there is a lower level of children with SEN in Academies but that local authorities cannot expect to place in Academies children with statements. Despite their responsibilities for SEN provision, it is the Secretary of State who decides appeals on non placement of children with statements in Academies. With the proposed expansion of Academies, the scope for arbitrary decision by Government remote from local authorities has increased. 

The relationship of the proposed Free schools and special educational needs has yet to be tested but the evidence from Sweden triggers real concerns.

The Evidence from Sweden

The number of pupils requiring special needs support in Swedish schools rose considerably during the 1990s and the 2009 NAE Review found that schools often deal with pupils’ special needs through streaming. An earlier study found around 40% of pupils were in streamed groups differentiated by ability level in one or several subjects, most commonly in Maths, Swedish and English.

The  Review states that special needs arise at the interface of a pupils’ capacities and the learning environment, so one explanation for the increased demand for special needs support might be the diminished capacity of schools to adapt their teaching practice to the varying needs and abilities of their pupil. Linked to this has been an increased tendency for individual pupils to be made responsible for their own schoolwork. Some studies have found that many pupils in need of special support have had difficulties handling those more individual demands resulting from being expected to do their schoolwork on their own.

The Review also highlights the inability of schools to adapt teaching practices for pupils with reading difficulties.
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