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This paper aims to examine the changes in school composition in England from 2011 to 2017 by school type and school phase; the speed of academisation by region; and the changes in the proportions of pupils with special educational needs (SEN) at SEN Support and EHC Plan levels overall. We analyse publicly available school level data from the National Pupil Database (NPD) to document two simultaneous trends in English education between 2011 and 2017. First, we observe an increasing percentage of the schools that have become Academies, especially in the secondary mainstream sector, but also among primary schools, special schools and pupil referral units. Second, we document a decreasing percentage of pupils who were classified as having SEN. While the decrease happened across all types of schools, it was particularly steep in Sponsored Academies. This evidence does not necessarily imply that the academisation of English schools has had a negative effect on the inclusion of pupils with SEN. However, the findings have significance to provide the basis for a more in-depth analysis of these trends and the causal effects of academisation involving individual and school level analyses. They can also inform national and local policy review of how pupils are identified as having SEN and in the context of international moves toward greater inclusive education.
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INTRODUCTION

A dominant English school policy initiative over the last 30 years has been to raise academic standards through the introduction of more provision diversity and user choice, what has been called a market-oriented model of schooling (Adnett and Davies, 2005; Louis and van Velzen, 2012). Since the Education Reform Act 1988, schools in England became more autonomous from local authorities while they have been subject to a National Curriculum and its associated national assessment arrangements (Barker, 2008; Louis and van Velzen, 2012). More recently, the diversity of the school system has increased considerably with the establishment of Academies and Free schools (Machin and Vernoit, 2011; Walford, 2014).

Alongside these moves has been a lesser though nevertheless important trend to develop higher quality provision for pupils with special educational needs (SEN) and for more provision for them in ordinary rather than special schools, what has been called the inclusive education movement (Tomlinson, 2015). Since the early 1980s the proportion of all pupils with significant SEN in English special schools decreased to the early 2000s, reflecting these inclusive policy initiatives (Norwich, 2002). Since the 2000s the proportion going to special schools remained more or less unchanged (Rustemier and Vaughan, 2005). However, since 2006 this has started to increase, for the first time in 30 years (Black and Norwich, 2014; Ofsted, 2016).

The general aim of this paper is to document the recent trends in academisation and SEN provision in England. The analysis in this study uses publicly available school level data from the National Pupil Database (NPD) about pupils identified as SEN at the more significant level (Statements before 2014; Educational, Health, Care (EHC) Plans after) and at the less severe level (School Action and School Action plus before 2014: SEN support after). This study will be the first to document changes in the organization of all primary and secondary English schools, from maintained to Academies or Free Schools and the proportion of pupils with an identified SEN in these schools. In this analysis, we have used publicly available official data, but presented them in a new way to demonstrate the covariation between the academisation of English schools (and in particular, sponsored academisation) and the reduction in the proportion of children with SEN Support. In a separate study, we have conducted a more complex statistical analysis of the pupil-level data from the NPD to establish whether this covariation reflects the underlying causal effect of the academisation on educational inclusion. We will report these results in a separate paper, but we see the descriptive results presented in this paper as an important precursor of this further analysis. While the Department for Education in England do publish data on percentage of pupils with a statement or EHC plan attending various types of school (e.g., DfE, 2017c) they do not compare the rate of academisation with the rate of SEN, as we do in this paper.

Our primary research objective in this study is to document the overall trends in academisation and the inclusion of pupils with special educational needs, and any potential differences in aggregated characteristics that are present in a group of schools. We produce extensive descriptive statistics on the academisation of schools and the inclusion of pupils with SEN by region, local authority, phase of education and school type. The results from this descriptive approach provide a clear and comprehensive overview on the trends of academisation and educational inclusion. The findings have significance for national and local policy review in the context of international moves toward greater inclusive education UNESCO, 1994, 2014; United Nations, 2006.

POLICY AND RESEARCH CONTEXT

Choice and Diversity Initiatives

School education policy has assumed greater significance in the UK government's general social and economic policies in the last 30-40 years. In England the landmark legislation, the Education Reform Act 1988 (legislated by a Conservative Government), introduced an assessment-led National Curriculum with national testing of attainments as part of a push to raise attainment standards. This was introduced as part of a wider development of a broad public service policy move from state regulation to more user choice and provision diversity (Machin and Vignoles, 2005). This diversity of provision included more autonomy of public sector bodies, such as schools. In England schools became more autonomous from local authority control, and this was echoed in countries like the US and Australia (Keddie, 2017). Parents were encouraged to exercise more choice about their children's school placements. This market-oriented model of schooling was continued by the Labor Government (1997–2010). In its early years the Labor Government focused on function (raising standards, with policies such as school attainment targets) rather than on structures (school governance and whether schools were independent of local authorities or not) (Lupton and Obolenskaya, 2013). But, the Labor Government then responded to the issue of persistently “failing schools” in disadvantaged areas by requiring on a small scale the change of these schools into Sponsored Academies, which became independent of local authority governance (West and Bailey, 2013).

By the end of the Labor period of UK government in 2010 there was a small proportion of secondary schools which had changed into Sponsored Academies (6% of secondary schools in England were Academies in 2010, West, 2014). The Coalition Government (2010–2015) built on this type of non-local authority school to introduce Academies and Free Schools on a much larger scale.

These choice and diversity initiatives have extended to special educational needs policy and practice. Diversity of provision and parental choice were maintained alongside a commitment to social inclusion by New Labor when in government. The term “inclusive education” was written into Government education policy (Norwich, 2014). This was consistent with international policy trends toward greater inclusive education as expressed by the Salamanca Declaration (UNESCO, 1994). Labor also introduced disability discrimination legislation into the education sector through its Special Educational Needs and Disability Act (2001), meaning schools now had duties as regards students with disabilities alongside their responsibilities under the Code of Practice for Special Educational Needs (DfES, 2001). From 2010 the Coalition Government reviewed SEN and inclusion policy and introduced changes based on a move away from what was initially described as the previous “bias to inclusion” (DfE, 2011). The coalition government proposed policy to “strengthen parental choice by improving the range and diversity of schools from which parents can choose, making sure they are aware of the options available to them” (DfE, 2011, p. 5). This was achieved by legislative changes that established greater parental choice in placement for their children with SEN (DfE/DoH, 2014).

School Types

Academies are existing schools which were encouraged to convert to self-governing Academies (converter type of Academies), or were required because of poor performance to become an Academy under the control of a sponsor (sponsored type of Academies, the type originally set up by the Labor Government).

Free schools are new schools set up under the initiative of parents, voluntary organizations or religious groups, some of which may be special schools for specific groups of pupils with SEN / disabilities. All operate like Academies in having more autonomy than maintained schools in terms of their organization, curriculum and staffing, though they are not permitted to formally select pupils by attainment / abilities. However, all pupils with a Statement of SEN or EHC Plan have to be admitted to an Academy if the school is named in the Statement or Plan (DfE, 2014, 2017c).

Pupil Referral Units (PRUs) were established by local authorities to provide education for children who are excluded, sick, or otherwise unable to attend a mainstream or special maintained school, but pupils did not require a Statement or EHC Plan to attend a PRU. Some PRUs have converted to Academy status and then are called Alternative Provision (AP) as part of an Academy chain or with a sponsor. The different school types we considered in our analysis are defined in Table 1.


Table 1. Type of educational institutions.
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SEN Type

The Children and Families Act (2014) defines pupils with special educational needs (SEN) as those pupils who have learning difficulties or disabilities which require additional or different provision from what is typically provided. This covers a wide range of difficulties in the areas of cognitive, language, motor, sensory, emotional behavioral to communication functioning. Since its introduction in 1981, the term “SEN” has been qualified as a characteristic that differs by degree. From 2001 to 2014, there were three levels of SEN: School Action; School Action Plus (both which were identified by school staff); and Statement, which involved a legally based record of provision following a statutory assessment process involving a multi-professional team and took into account parental views (DfES, 2001). By 2014 about 20% of pupils were identified as having SEN at these three levels. With the 2014 legislation, and subsequent new SEN Code of Practice (DfE/DoH, 2014), these three levels were reduced to two, with some pupils identified at School Action no longer identified as having SEN, while others with School Action and School Action Plus became identified as “SEN Support”. Statements were replaced by Education, Health and Care Plans (EHC Plans), though the broad assessment procedures and legal status of these Plans were not different from Statements of SEN. Following the introduction of the legislation the overall proportion of pupils identified as having SEN reduced to about 15% (DfE, 2015).

Recent Research

Recent developments in academisation reflect the most indicative move thusfar to implementing a parental choice/school diversity model, one which Walford (2014) describes as an attempt to stimulate the supply side of a quasi-market in schooling. It also reflects the discourse in global policy that asserts that pupils' academic performance will be positively affected by greater school autonomy, the quasi-market imperatives of choice/diversity, competition and public accountability (OECD, 2011; Keddie, 2017). This rapid rise in academies started in 2010, when Converter Academies and Free Schools were introduced in addition to Sponsored Academies and the organization of academies from that date into Multi-Academy Trusts (MATs). By 2017 45% of secondary schools were Converter Academies, 18% Sponsored Academies and 33% maintained schools. Academisation was at a lower rate in primary schools; 15, 6, and 78% of primary schools were Converter Academies, Sponsored Academies and maintained schools respectively (DfE, 2017a).

This was a policy that justified these systemic changes in terms of giving schools more freedoms, addressing disadvantages and spreading excellence (DfE, 2016). Though there have been few studies about change in governance, a recent one by Gibson (2016) identified the relationship between head teachers and sponsors as varying from laissez-faire to autocratic. He identified that in some Sponsored Academies the relationship was very constrained and even more so than in maintained schools, seemingly undermining the principle that Academies gave schools more autonomy from Local Authorities. Another approach has been to question critically the academisation principles for framing education as a commodity in a school market place (Heilbronn, 2016). Part of this argument is that the freedoms associated with academisation can come to threaten wider aims associated with inclusion and equity. Heilbronn argues that one of the freedoms of Academies is to control student intake, as academies have powers to decide their own admission policy. She uses DFE exclusion data to suggest that Academy schools are more likely to exclude students permanently (p. 313) and explains this in terms of these students requiring more costly support than other students which detracts from schools' examination performance results.

There has been some anecdotal evidence of Academies being more unwilling to offer places to pupils with significant SENs by deploying covert selection (Institute for Public Policy Research IPPR., 2014; Galton and MacBeath, 2015) in an in-depth study of a range of contemporary English schools reported the increased pressure on school leaders to avoid “reputational damage” (p.21) and maintain their competitive status by not taking in pupils who may harm their academic credibility through poor academic results. They also reported anecdotal evidence from head teachers that neighboring Academies seemed to be “cherry picking wealthier pupils” and “excluding the neediest” (p.49). The Academies Commission (Pearson/ RSA, 2013) also concluded that they did receive evidence of many Academies having a social inclusion commitment. However, as they recognized, this did not apply to all Academies, with “some academies willing to take a ‘low road' approach to school improvement by manipulating admissions rather than by exercising strong leadership” (p.7). This commission recommended that such practices be eradicated through school-to-school collaboration as the way to improve achievement for all.

Norwich and Black (2015) show that some authors argue that the development of a variety of school types reduces diversity in the student population within each school type and heralding the arrival of a two-tier system based on socio-economic boundaries (Taylor et al., 2005; Exley, 2009). Wilson (2011) compared 33 schools which became Academies after 2003 over an 11 year period with non-Academy schools between 1997 and 2007 (before the more recent acceleration of academisation). The results demonstrated that Academy conversion was associated with a change in pupil profiles. Academies where shown to accept students with higher attainment levels at the end of primary school than previously, relating this to reduced numbers of students at the lower end of the attainment distribution and fewer students from disadvantaged backgrounds. Wilson concluded that the Labor sponsored academy programme led to a rise in school stratification compared to what was before. She also raised questions about if the pursuit of academic excellence in the Coalition Academies and Free School programme would encourage such schools to adapt their admissions to an intake of more homogenous and advantaged pupils. Gorard (2016) examined the extent of between-school segregation in different school types, finding that the clustering of disadvantaged students in English schools varied depending on what indicator was of interest. The trend over time for segregation by student poverty was different from those for SEN or ethnicity.

Research has also shown that despite the adoption of inclusive educational principles and practices during the Labor period of Government (1997–2010), the percentage of pupils in special schools began to increase slightly from 2006. This trend continued into the Coalition period of Government 2010–2015 (Black and Norwich, 2014). This reversal of a 30 year decreasing trend in special school placement raised questions about whether this rising trend will continue and what has driven this change? Is it related to the academisation policy?

There have been no studies which have provided evidence directly relevant to these questions. For example, in a more recent study of the growth of Academies and Free schools since 2010, it was shown that there were different percentages of pupils with significant SEN (with Statements) between academies and maintained English secondary schools (Norwich and Black, 2015). Converter Academies (the most autonomous of the types) had the lowest percentage of pupils with Statements of SEN, the sponsored Academies (required to convert and governed by outside sponsor) had the highest percentage with Statements, while maintained schools (remaining as local authority schools) had percentages between these levels.

Charter schools in the USA that have a similar governance status to academies in England have been in operation for 18 years (Storey, 2018). These operate in a different educational policy context, particularly in reference to SEN, and we recognize the limitations to any comparison given the “complex significance of context, the ‘embeddedness' of aspects of educational approaches and provision in the locally prevailing cultural and other conditions” (Phillips and Ochs, 2003, p. 457). However, some of the reflections on these types of schools might be applicable to the English academisation context. US studies have focused more on the impact of this structural change on student achievement than on pupil admission. As Wolf (2011) notes, there have however been concerns in the USA that charter schools would attract the higher attaining pupils away from the traditional public schools, leaving those with academic and/or behavioral challenges in these public schools. There have also been concerns that charter schools might erect barriers to admission for pupils with SEN. US data does show a special education gap, e.g. district schools in New York had 4.8% more special education pupils overall than charter schools. But, as Winters (2015) argued this gap arises at kindergarten, when pupils classified at here as having a speech or language disorder are less likely than others to apply to charter schools. Winters also claims that the gap is not due to students with disabilities exiting charter schools more than district ones; rather students with disabilities are less likely than students without disabilities to enter charters in non-gateway grades. Additionally, it grows as pupils enrolled in district elementary schools are more likely to be classified as having a Specific Learning Disability than those enrolled in charter elementary schools.

The only English study of the impact of the structural reforms has been an in-depth case study of a church school became a voluntary aided school (Rayner, 2017), which was not the same as an Academy, but involved greater control of buildings, staff contracts and admissions in an area where many school were already Academies. Rayner illustrates how a school in a context of accountability pressures and market positioning attempts to control admissions (student input) as a way of improving examination results (outputs). As one senior teacher noted: “we are an inclusive school…but with very few LA schools left, I wouldn't want our school to become a dumping ground…” (p.31).

AIMS, RESEARCH QUESTIONS, AND METHODS

This paper documents the recent trend to academisation in England and the proportion of pupils with SEN in types and phases of schooling. It has the following aims:

a) To document the changes in school composition in England from 2011 to 2017 by school type (Sponsored and Converter Academies vs. maintained schools) and school phase (primary vs. secondary).

b) To document the rate of academisation by Local Authority in this period, comparing Local Authority differences.

c) To look at the changes in the proportions of pupils with SEN at SEN Support and EHC Plan levels overall from 2011 to 2017.

d) To examine these changes by the type of school and phase.

The dataset of this study was constructed from two sources. The UK government's statistics collection “Statistics: special educational needs (SEN)” (DfE, 2017a) lists data since 2010. For each year there is a cross-sectional data set that includes school-level characteristics of English schools, including their location (region and local authority), type, and the number of pupils with SEN (see, for example, DfE, 2017a). We linked these to construct a longitudinal file where schools are identified by their Unique Reference Numbers (URNs) and secondary geographical information. When a school becomes an Academy, the new entity gains a new URN. In order to reconstruct the full academisation history of English schools in our data we use the Open Academies data (DfE, 2018) to link the post-conversion Academy back to its predecessor(s). Using this longitudinal dataset of school-level characteristics on special educational needs and academisation, we were able to study the trends in academisation and educational inclusion of pupils with SEN in England from 2011 to 2017 (see Table 2).


Table 2. Sample structure by type of educational institutions.
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The project is based on the secondary analysis of publically accessible data [UK government's statistics collection “Statistics: special educational needs (SEN),” (DfE, 2017a); the Open Academies data, (DfE, 2018)]. The study was approved by the Ethics committee of the College of Social Sciences and International Studies of the University of Exeter.

RESULTS

a) Changes in school composition in England

Our first aim is to document the changes in school composition in England. Figure 1 reports the composition of schools by type (maintained, Sponsored or Converter Academies, Free Schools and others), separately for primary schools, secondary schools, special schools and pupils referral units in England in 2011–2017.

Figure 1 reflects the rate of academisation in England. The top two panels in Figure 1 show that academisation was particularly rapid for secondary rather than primary schools. In 2017, 78% of primary schools still remained as maintained schools, with 15% being Converter Academies and 6% Sponsored Academies. In contrast to this, in 2017 only 33% of secondary schools were maintained by Local Authorities, while 44% were Converter Academies and 18% Sponsored Academies. The rate of the academisation of the secondary schools was particularly high between 2011 and 2013.

The lower two panels in Figure 1 show a similar pattern of change for special schools and PRUs as for primary schools. Most special schools and PRUs still remain in the maintained sector, although there is a growing number of Converter Academies there as well. There is a notable percentage rise in the number of Alternative Provision which are Free Schools (from 1.3% to 10% over the period).

b) Rates of academisation by Local Authority

Next, we examine regional differences in academisation. Figures 2, 3 show the maps for the proportions of Academies by Local Authority for primary and secondary schools for 2011, 2014, and 2017.

As the Local Authority areas become more academised they are represented in darker colors. The proportion of academies among primary schools remains relatively low, but it is higher in some Local Authorities (the 5 most academised local authorities in 2017 are Poole, North East Lincolnshire, Bromley, Bournemouth and Darlington, see Table A2). For secondary schools, the increase in academies is much higher overall with most of the increase being between 2011 and 2013.

Sometimes the proportions of academies can be very different within metropolitan conurbations. Figure 4 shows the percentage of academies (both primary and secondary) by Local Authority in London, the West Midlands and Manchester-Liverpool conurbations in 2017. In London the proportion of academies is high in the South-East (Bromley, Bexley, Croydon), with higher proportions in the outer boroughs than the central ones. The percentage of academies is higher in Wolverhampton than in Dudley and in Manchester compared to Liverpool. (Local Authority codes and names are provided in the Table A1).

c) Changes in the proportions of pupils with SEN

We next explore the changes in the provisions for pupils with special educational needs in the same period from 2011 to 2017. This analysis is done separately for pupils at the SEN Support level and then those with EHC Plan level. As explained above, from 2014 the SEN at School Action and School Action plus (SA and SAP) became SEN Support and there was a general decrease in the number of pupils identified at this level. From this year SEN at the Statement level became the EHC Plan level, with little change in the overall rate of identification. For these analyses, we will refer to School Action/SEN Support to refer to the less significant level of SEN over this period and to Statement/EHC Plan for the more significant level of SEN.

Figure 5 shows the change in the percentage of pupils with (1) School Action/SEN support and (2) Statement/EHC Plan in 2011 to 2017. The percentage of pupils with the EHC Plans remained stable and has not changed. In contrast to this, the proportion of children with SEN support has been steadily declining, in particular between 2014 and 2015. As Figure 6 demonstrates, this decline has been across the country, but at differing rates.

d) Academisation and proportions of pupils with SEN

Finally, we explore the change in proportions of pupils with SEN by the type of school. The purpose of this analysis is to explore whether the pattern of decrease in the proportion of children with SEN at SEN Support and EHC Plan levels was different in the academies compared to maintained schools.

First, we look at the changes in the proportions of pupils with Statements/EHC Plans. Figure 7 reports these results. The percentage of pupils with Statement/EHC Plan in primary schools is more similar across all types of schools than for the secondary schools. For both phases, the proportion with Statements/EHC Plans is higher in Sponsored Academies than other school types. However, for primary Sponsored Academies there is a low percentage in 2012 which rises to 1.6% in 2013 and then declines slightly in the following years. The percentages of Statements/ EHC Plans for maintained primary and secondary schools is slightly lower than for Sponsored Academies, and is fairly stable over this period. The percentage for Converter Academies is lower in secondary than primary schools. But in primary schools the rise is in the first years and then stabilizes in the last few years. By contrast in the secondary Converter Academies the percentage rises slightly and then falls later in the period. The percentage in Free Schools are the lowest of all school types, with more variability in primary than secondary Free Schools; secondary Free Schools stabilize at a level similar to secondary Converter Academies.

Generally, in mainstream primary and secondary schools of all types the percentage of pupils with EHC plan is between 1 and 2%. This figure is different in special schools where as would be expected virtually every pupil has a Statement/EHC plan (irrespective of school type). In pupil referral units the percentage of pupils with EHC plan is more variable over time and between 10 and 15%.

Overall, we do not observe significant differences in how the proportion of pupils with Statements/EHC plans has been changing in 2011–2017 between maintained schools and academies.

Next, we present these data for pupils with School Action/SEN support (see Figure 8). Here the picture is clearer and different to pupils identified as having Statements EHC Plans. The percentage of children with School Action/SEN support has been falling across all types of schools, but the change was particularly steep for the Sponsored Academies.

In primary schools, the percentage of pupils at the School Action level in maintained schools in 2011 was 18%, compared to 12% of children who had SEN support in 2017. For converter academies and Free schools, the decrease was the same (6 percentage points). But, in Sponsored Academies the proportion of pupils at School Action/SEN Support was the highest of all school types (in 2012 at 24%), which decreased to 14% in 2017 at SEN Support.

For secondary schools, the pattern is the same. In maintained schools, the change in the percentage of pupils with SEN support between 2011 and 2017 was from 19% to 11%. For Converter Academies it was from 15 to 9%. For Free Schools and Sponsored Academies, however, the decrease was larger, from 22% to 11% and from 26% to 13% respectively.

As would be expected the decrease was greater at the 2014–2015 period for both phase and across all school types with the removal of the School Action category of SEN and only some of these pupils were categorized as SEN Support with the legislative change in SEN levels in 2014. However, while the decrease in 2014–2015 for primary school was more for Sponsored Academies than the other school types (5pp v. 4, 4 and 3pp), the decrease for secondary Sponsored Academies was much greater than for the other school types (4pp v. 1, 2 and 2 pp)

Overall, the data show that the decrease in the proportion of children with SEN Support was more pronounced and primary and secondary Sponsored Academies compared to other school types.
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FIGURE 1. Distributions of schools in England by types and sector, 2011–2017.
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FIGURE 2. Percentage of academies among English primary schools by local authority in 2011, 2014, and 2017.
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FIGURE 3. Percentage of academies among English secondary schools by local authority in 2011, 2014, and 2017.
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FIGURE 4. Percentage of academies in 2017 in London, West Midlands and Manchester-Liverpool conurbations (see codes for local authorities in Table A1).
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FIGURE 5. The proportion of school children with SEN support and EHCP/Statement in England, 2011–2017.




[image: image]

FIGURE 6. The percentage of pupils with SEN Support by local authority, England, 2011–2017.
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FIGURE 7. The percentage of pupils with Statement/EHC plan by type of school, England, 2011–2017.
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FIGURE 8. The percentage of pupils with School Action/SEN support by type of school, England, 2011–2017.



DISCUSSION

The English education landscape has experienced some radical developments in the last 15 years. One of the most notable changes in terms of school structures has been the establishment of academies (Eyles et al., 2018), another, the increase in the proportion of pupils attending special schools (Black and Norwich, 2014; Black, 2018). In this paper we have analyzed longitudinal data for all English schools over the period 2011–2017 based on combining publicly available annual school data to address questions regarding these changes. Our findings contribute to a small but growing literature on the nature and effects of academisation (cf. Machin and Vernoit, 2011; Wilson, 2011; Gibson, 2016; Gorard, 2016; Heilbronn, 2016.

The analysis showed academisation was particularly rapid for secondary rather than primary schools. The speed of the academisation of the secondary schools was also higher between 2011 and 2013 just after the system and funding was established. The local authority level analysis of academisation showed a lower level and rate of change over time for primary schools compared to secondary schools. Simkins et al. (2018) suggest this is due to differences in distinctive educational and institutional practices. These differences may make academisation, and the kind of autonomy it offers, less attractive to many primary schools, leading them to have a stronger identification with, and commitment to, their LA than is usual with secondary schools (Keddie, 2017). The pattern may also relate to the smaller size of primary than secondary schools. Secondary schools enable economies of scale that primaries cannot achieve (Falch et al., 2008), though with Multi-academy trusts primary schools can join these trusts to form economies of scale (Rayner et al., 2018).

Another finding has been a similar pattern of academisation of special schools and PRUs as for primary schools. Most special schools and PRUs still remain in the maintained sector, although there is a growing number of Converter Academies there as well. There has also been a notable percentage rise in the number of Alternative Provision which are Free Schools. The academisation of these school types have not received the same research or national and education media attention as the pace of academisation in secondary schools.

Rates of academisation vary between local authorities. Patterns of academisation differ between large LAs and small sub-areas. Academisation within metropolitan conurbations for both primary and secondary schools showed higher proportions in South-East London and some other outer London boroughs than the central ones and higher levels in Manchester than Liverpool authorities. Simkins (2015), when comparing academisation in three LAs, suggested that a major explanation for variation in rates of academisation could be related to the type of governance of schools Local Authority staff employ. He distinguished between a LA that was traditionally low-interventionist and had attempted to minimize the activity of the local state by giving as much autonomy as possible to schools; and one that had been a relatively interventionist administration which had a strong emphasis on nurturing groups of schools. A second explanation Simkins suggested was related to school performance in the LAs: two of the LAs he studied had a higher proportion of “outstanding” schools than did the third, perhaps providing greater opportunities for early conversion on the Converter academy pathway.

The percentage of pupils with Statement/EHC Plan in primary schools is more similar across all types of schools than for the secondary schools. For both phases, the proportion with Statements/EHC Plans was also higher in Sponsored Academies than the other school types. This may reflect that Sponsored Academies were schools which were not performing well in Inspection terms and thus are likely to have had more disadvantaged student intakes (Bolton, 2014; Norwich and Black, 2015). Another aspect to consider is that any reduction of LA services, particularly in relation to Special Educational Needs support had left such schools more vulnerable to slipping in performance than they would otherwise have been with this support from the LA (Keddie, 2017). As we stated in the review of the literature there has been little exploration of the effects of academisation on pupils with SEN. Webster and Blatchford (2017) tentatively suggest that “Implementing the Code of Practice [for SEN] at the school-level is frustrated by practices relating to higher profile, more pressing policy trends [of choice and diversity/the standards agenda]” (p. 19).

Though this study has used data for all state-funded schools in England, the analysis explores covariance and does not necessarily imply causality. This means that the findings in relation to School Action/SEN Support level of SEN does not necessarily mean that Sponsored Academies were particularly unwilling to admit these pupils, keen on reclassifying pupils with SEN as not having SEN or moving them to other schools. There can be several explanations of the trends we observed:

1. Changing school composition. The group of Sponsored Academies in 2011–2012 is not the same as in 2016–2017. Perhaps the academisation in this group of schools started with schools with a particularly high proportions of pupils with SEN support (disadvantaged schools), and later continued with schools with a lower proportion of pupils with SEN support. As a result, we may observe a decreasing SEN Support trend due to changing school composition rather than an effect of the type of school on the proportion of SEN pupils in these schools.

2. Re-classification of pupils with SEN Support to not identified as having SEN. The statistical evidence in this paper is consistent with Sponsored Academies being particularly keen on re-classifying children with SEN support and removing their SEN Support status. This might be interpreted as reflecting Sponsored academies wishing to report lower proportions of pupils with SEN as part of initiatives to improve the school's reputation and attract higher attaining pupils to their school.

3. Non-admission and exclusion. Sponsored Academies could use various formal and informal mechanisms to not admit, exclude or move on pupils at SEN Support level of SEN.

These trends also need to be set within the context of the national picture as discussed above of an increasing proportion of all English pupils being placed in special schools over the period of this study (Black and Norwich, 2014). More recent analysis based on publicly accessible data (from DfE, 2017b; ONS, 2018) over the period of this study from 2011 to 2017 shows a continued rising percentage in special schools (0.75 to 0.88%) (Black, 2018). Whether there is a link between this national level special school trend and the school level trends we have examined in this paper is a matter that requires further study and analysis.

The findings in this paper raise a series of important questions: To what extent are ordinary schools becoming less willing to accommodate pupils with significant SEN because of external pressures to raise academic standards and the resulting internal school changes, the academisation of ordinary schools? To what extent were parents of pupils with significant SEN preferring and opting more for separate specialized provision because of their own choice or did they have no local ordinary school alternatives to special schools? To what extent was the increasing survival of infants with complex disabilities going to special schools?

We acknowledge the kind of evidence which we have presented and discussed does not provide a comprehensive picture of what is going on. As Simkins (2015, p. 5) argues “knowing the proportions of academies in each LA says little about the diversity of forms of leadership and governance that underpin those surface structures. Nevertheless, basic data on the schooling landscape may still be instructive: mapping emerging surface patterns is a first step in understanding how the local landscape is being reconfigured.” The results from this descriptive approach provide a clear and comprehensive overview on the trends of academisation and educational inclusion. However, the kind of analysis did not make it possible to tease out whether these SEN percentage differences reflected prior school differences in how schools came to be one or other type of Academy or the effects of becoming an Academy and becoming a specific type of Academy. Thus, it is clear that further research is needed using more advanced statistical methods and data at pupil level also to distinguish between these three different explanations. An investigation on the causal impact of academisation of schools on the inclusion of pupils with SEN and its underlying mechanisms, using multi-cohort pupil level data, is the focus of a separate forthcoming study. Nevertheless, the descriptive results of this study provide a general guideline for building a research framework using pupil and school level data.
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