
8.1a: An overview of the types of schools in England


In England, structures in education are quite complex. Whereas there was a time when teachers were employed largely by either their Local Authority or an independent school, there are now a wide array of different types of schools that form what is known as the ‘Middle Tier’. It is important to know about this wider landscape, so that you are aware of what type of school that you will be accepting a contract with and where you, as an individual teacher, fit into it.

The different types of schools in England are:
· schools maintained by local authorities;
· sponsored and convertor academies;
· free schools, which are technically academies. These include university technology colleges and studio schools;
· faith schools (voluntary aided, voluntary controlled or academy);
· foundation schools, which grew out of the grant-maintained movement;
· grammar schools that operate selective policies;
· special schools;
· standalone academies (SATs), also sometimes called single academy trusts, many of whom were formally foundation schools.
· multi-academy trusts (MATs).

Academies were originally introduced by the Labour administration prior to the coalition government in 2010 as a school improvement initiative for intractable failure. The coalition government turned this policy on its head, encouraging good and outstanding schools to convert to academy status to take advantage of freedoms and autonomy, for example, curriculum freedoms. An academy is a legal entity, separate from the local authority. It is the direct employer of staff and the holder of land titles. An academy trust is a charitable company limited by guarantee.

So, academies are independent state schools, funded by government, but legally separate from local authorities and run by legally constituted trusts. Academies receive their funding directly from government and have their accountabilities set out in a Funding Agreement, which is a contract between the Secretary of State for Education and the Academy Trust.

Free schools are legally academies. They are held accountable through the same mechanism as an academy: a Funding Agreement between the Secretary of State for Education and the Academy
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Trust, which operates the free school. However, free schools are set up through a specific application process. The requirements to set up a free school are:
· free schools must respond to local demand, which usually means there is a petition from parents in the area naming the school as their first choice;
· free schools are completely new state schools, which means that the group that is applying to establish the free school (usually a successful academy or MAT) can decide on the kind of school they want to establish.

There are two other types of free school:
· A university technical college (UTC) is a type of secondary school that is led by a sponsor university. UTCs combine an academic education with a technical and practical one. Typically, students join a UTC at age 14 or 16. These are usually small institutions.

· Studio Schools are also designed for 14–19-year olds. They are small schools usually with around 300 students. They are open all year round, more like a working day than a school day. They offer a range of academic and vocational qualifications and work placements linked directly to local employment opportunities.

Faith schools teach a general curriculum but have a particular religious character or formal links with a religious organisation. Voluntary-aided or voluntary-controlled faith schools have to follow the National Curriculum, but they can choose what they teach in religious studies. Voluntary-aided (VA) means that a foundation or trust (usually a religious organisation) has substantial influence in the running of the school, employs the staff and has responsibility for pupil admissions. Voluntary- controlled (VC) means that a foundation or trust, usually a Christian denomination, has some influence in the running of the school but the employer is the local authority. Faith academies or faith free schools do not have to follow the National Curriculum. Faith schools may have different admissions criteria and staffing policies to state schools; however, any parent can apply for a place for their child. VA and VC schools are common in the primary sector. Both VA and VC schools can join MATs, but they have to have a religious character. In the Church of England (CofE) schools, VA schools can join a ‘Minority MAT’ (where they are in the minority as religious schools) but VC schools can only join a ‘Majority MAT’ (where the bulk of schools have a religious character).

Foundation schools were set up under the School Standards and Framework Act 1998 (UK Parliament, 1998) to replace grant-maintained schools, which were funded directly by the central

government. As with voluntary-aided schools, the governing body employs the staff and has responsibility for pupil admissions. As stated above, most Foundation schools have now gone on to become a standalone Trust, or single academy trust (SAT).

Grammar schools are state secondary schools to which pupils are admitted on the basis of ability. There are 164 grammar schools in England. In some local authority areas, such as Kent and Buckinghamshire, a grammar-school system is still in operation. This means that a test, the ‘eleven plus’, is used to identify about a quarter of children to be admitted to grammar schools on the basis of their intellectual ability.

Special schools usually specialise in specific areas of special educational needs, for example, communication difficulties, cognition and learning difficulties, social, emotional and behaviour difficulties, and sensory and physical needs. Typically, only pupils with specific additional needs are admitted to special schools.

A multi-academy trust (MAT) is a single legal entity that is responsible for a group of schools. So, the group of schools is governed through a single set trust board. The MAT makes collaboration across the schools in the group possible, in order to improve educational standards and pupil outcomes.

Each of these have slightly different accountability frameworks. For example, local authority- maintained schools must follow the National Curriculum and teachers’ pay is determined by the School Teachers Pay and Conditions Document (STPCD, Department for Education (DfE), 2017f).
However, academies do not have to follow the National Curriculum and are not bound by the STPCD. There is a difficulty of balancing accountability and the ‘autonomy’ of schools, where they are able to proceed with what they may like to do as individual institutions, or as groups of schools which are part of a MAT.

The different types of school are also listed on: https://www.gov.uk/types-of-school
