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Abstract 
 

In September 2010 Michael Gove, the Secretary of State for Education, 

introduced the Academies Act. This was part of the Conservative educational 

manifesto to extend the powers of City Academies programme to ‘free’ more 

local authority schools. Academisation disrupted the British educational 

landscape by creating a new hybrid model of education, positioned in the 

blurred boundaries of traditional local authority maintained schools, and 

private fee paying schools. Thus began a new language and common sense 

way of thinking about a culture of academisation and the disarticulation of 

educational governance. Research into academisation has generated 

interest in recent years with many studies focussing on the impact of 

academies policies. This thesis offers a new perspective and insight of 

academies and academisation as well as contributing an analysis and new 

understanding into the cultural framing of academisation in the public 

imagination. Grounded in the theoretical and conceptional works of Stuart 

Hall, Richard Johnson, and Raymond Williams, I mobilised their 

understanding and approaches to representation, culture, and ideology as a 

mean to study the framing which has existed in popular media since 2010. 

Methodologically, I situated this thesis in a qualitative post-structuralist 

paradigm, employing thematic analysis as the means to study media 

representations. The data was collected across from print, online, broadcast, 

and social media over a ten-year period. Findings suggest that popular 

media have contributed to the development of political and ideological 

narratives and mobilised representations of academisation which have 
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support an educational commonsense. These educational commonsenses 

also mobilised moral panics and played into the imagined fear of audiences 

in an attempt to reinforce dominant hegemonic narratives. Over the last 

decade, there have been four distinct periods that political representations of 

academisation have fed into a wider common sense way of thinking the role 

of the academies programme in society. In the culture of everyday life, 

popular media have presented different ways of thinking about what 

academisation means. Narratives and representations have been normalised 

as part of the cultural framing which exists.  
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Chapter 1. Introduction  
 

I’ve spoken a good deal today about the facts on the ground. I’ve tried to 

show that the proof is in the proverbial pudding, and that the example set by 

the hundreds of existing academies is more than enough evidence to put the 

criticisms to bed. But the sad truth is that, for some of these critics, the facts 

don’t matter much. And they’ll continue to view the spread of autonomy as an 

unwelcome onslaught. They’ll continue to talk about the Government 

‘threatening’ schools with academy conversion. Academy conversion is an 

opportunity. It’s only a threat to the complacent, to those who have been 

complicit in failure. It’s certainly not a threat for the children concerned; for 

them, it’s a liberation.  

(Michael Gove speech at Haberdashers’ Aske’s Hatcham College, 4 January 

2012).  

 

1.1 Establishing the research territory  

I start with a quote from a speech that Michael Gove gave, at a South 

London school, during his time at Secretary of State for Education. In that 

same speech he went on to describe how those who are opposed to 

academies were the “enemies of promise”. This speech was littered with 

sound bites and phrases which come to define the way popular media 

framed this moment as part of a way of understanding what academisation 

meant. During Michael Gove’s time as Secretary of State for Education, 

there was a sustained effort to promote the benefits of academisation and 

the benefit of having more academy schools. What Michael Gove’s speech 
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on January 4 2012 did, was to create a lens through which academisation 

could be understood as a force for good by parents and others, knowing how 

it would framed by popular media. As a journalist, and columnist for The 

Times and Daily Telegraph, it is easy to assume that Michael Gove did not 

innocently create sounds bites, or frame his own speech, knowing what 

would make good copy. What we do know though, is that this speech was 

just one of many moments which was part of a growing Conservative 

educational commonsense way of thinking about the culture of 

academisation.   

 

Hall and O’Shea (2015) describe how “politicians try to win consent or 

mobilise support for their policies, they frequently assert that these are 

endorsed by ‘hardworking families up and down the country’. Their policies 

cannot be impractical, unreasonable or extreme, they imply, because they 

are solidly in the groove of popular thinking – ‘what everybody knows’, takes-

for-granted and agrees with – the folk wisdom of the age. This claim by the 

politicians, if correct, confers on their policies popular legitimacy” (Hall and 

O’Shea 2015: 52). The common sense narrative, which Gove delivered in his 

speech, was deliberate. The issues of academy conversion  were framed by 

Gove’s narrative, and pickup and reported on by popular media. This is 

where the processes of encoding and producing cultural meaning begins. 

The representations which occur through popular media’s cultural framing 

are of huge significance, as they are the vehicle through which audiences 

engage and interact with the meanings of academisation.  

 



3 | P a g e  
 

As part of my approach to studying academisation through the lens of 

popular media representation, it was important that I considered the role of 

popular media as producers of cultural meaning. What is academisation? 

What does academisation mean in our everyday life? What representations 

of academisation exist in popular media? How has popular media framed the 

culture of academisation? These questions were part of my thoughts in the 

struggle to understand the cultural framing of academisation.  

 

What is clear from Michael Gove’s speech in 2012 was how, since the 

Conservative Government rose to power in 2010, was that education is 

clearly a political tool of the state. The Conservatives inherited the political 

project, which were City Academies and Academy Schools from New 

Labour. There is no doubt that what Tony Blair was doing was to establish 

new partnerships between the public and private sector in the way education 

could be delivered. However, it was David Cameron’s Government, and 

especially Michael Gove who as Secretary of State for Education, sought to 

bring the Academy to the public in a far more explicit way. The introduction 

and delivery of the Academies Act 2010 brought new sweeping reforms that 

would alter the way education was delivered. I am by no means an 

educational apologist; it is not my job nor my intention to justify the 

academisation of Blair’s New Labour nor Cameron’s Conservatives. Rather, 

it is through this research that I wish to clarify and discuss media 

representations of a political project that has not only irreversibly damaged 

education over the last decade, but also continues to damage childrens’ 

future education.  
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In establishing the research territory, for this thesis, it was important that I 

included an approach which recognised, and took into consideration, the 

complexity of the media in the way culture is framed. In situating myself in 

the field of Cultural Studies it was not enough to establish my thesis here 

alone. As Stuart Hall described “No study of Big Brother, no study of The 

Sopranos, no study of television programmes or any other particular instance 

of culture is in my view properly Cultural Studies unless, in the end, it is 

haunted by the question – “But what does this have to do with everything 

else?” The idea that Cultural Studies is going to answer that question on its 

own is of course ridiculous; it’s not going to answer it, it can’t possibly answer 

it; it isn’t that kind of thing (Stuart Hall at the Cultural Studies Now 

conference, University of East London, July 2007).  

 

My response to Hall’s thoughts - what does this have to do with everything 

else? – led to me developing an approach which considered the role of the 

Media within the Cultural Studies of Education. In the fields of Education, 

Cultural Studies, and Media there is a lack of research into studies which 

have examined academisation, and the academy project, and its relationship 

with the media, specifically how popular media is involved in the creation of 

meaning of the culture of academisation. I already had a strong foundation 

prior to the research for this thesis. For my master’s degree I undertook a 

network analysis of experts mobilised by the media, specifically daily British 

newspapers, in their reporting of academisation and external groups who 

had a vested interest, financially and politically, in the Academy programme.  
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There is value in studying the media and its involvement in the creation of 

meaning in education. Du Gay et al (2013) theorised how the development of 

the mass media has significantly impacted the ways in which we organise 

our lives, how we comprehend it and how we relate to others. The media, as 

an object, is so accessible and available, that it could be argued, that it has 

become an established part of our everyday lives. Blackmore and Thorpe 

(2013) researched the mediatization of education policy in Victoria, Australia, 

and argued ‘the media was mobilized by various education stakeholders, and 

in turn informed relations between schools and government, through policy 

discourses and texts’ (2013: 577).  

 

An essential element of what we call culture is the ‘shared, taken-for-granted 

knowledge’ that we use without knowing where or when it was first learned 

(Du Gay et al 2013: 8). Belonging to a culture allows us access to ‘shared 

frameworks or “maps” or meaning which we use to place and understand 

things, to ‘make sense’ of the world’ (ibid.) I discuss ways of thinking about 

culture and the development of the study of culture further in Chapter 4, 

where I define the theoretical and conceptual aspects of this thesis. 

 

As this research is positioned in a territory interested in the media and 

Cultural Studies of Education it was salient that embedded in this thesis were 

theoretical approaches which explored culture and representation. Hall’s 

model of encoding/decoding (1980) and his theoretical approach to 

communication and representation (1973; 1997b) became part of the 
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foundations of this research. In addition to Hall, I also employed Richard 

Johnson’s theory of the circuit of culture (1986/87), and Raymond William’s 

theory of dominant, residual, and emergent ideology (1977) as part of my 

approach to the study of popular media’s cultural framing of academisation.  

 

1.2 Reflexivity: my interest in the study of the culture of 

academisation 

Stuart Hall (1992) has recently described Cultural Studies as having to have 

‘something at stake’. I think this is a very useful way of thinking about your 

research. It avoids the ‘so what?’ question which you will certainly be asking 

yourself as you attempt to justify and make sense of what you are doing. 

(Gray 2003: 61) 

 

Stuart Hall’s contribution to the development of the Centre for Contemporary 

Cultural Studies has been well documented and discussed, as I discuss 

further in Chapter 4. Hall, along with other thinkers, helped to advance the 

studies of race, identity, sexuality, gender, and culture. I started this project 

exploring the cultural framing of academisation through popular media 

representations with a real passion and desire to understanding what 

academisation means, and the ways in it which it is realised in the culture of 

everyday life. There has been an urgent need to study what popular media 

has described as academisation, as prior to starting this research what I 

read, watched, and listened to in the media did not match the government’s 

narrative on what academisation is.   
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What academisation means, matters to me not only because of the 

implications it has on the way education is administered, but because the 

culture of academisation became part of a hostile narrative which demonised 

communities, and others that are perceived as ‘other’ in the governance of 

education. It was during 2014 that the culture of academisation piqued my 

interest in the way education was being done. Popular media’s framing of the 

‘Trojan Horse’ scandal at the academy schools in Birmingham was 

sensationalised in the British press. New narratives and debates began 

emerging on the role of faith schools in our community. The hostility which 

was embedded in the framing of Trojan Horse created a fractured divide in 

an already fragile society caught up in debates on extremism, 

fundamentalism, and the need to teach British values. This moment in the 

British press in 2014 had a profound impact on me on a personal level in 

ways in which I viewed education. As a British Muslim myself, from a mixed 

heritage background, I found myself struggling to accept the narrative which 

was being disseminated through the news. I trained and worked as a 

journalist prior to this news story breaking in 2014, which was why I felt the 

need to constantly challenge the ‘Trojan Horse’ reporting at the time. I felt 

betrayed by the news because the reporting of the Trojan Horse scandal 

attacked not only educational governance of Muslim schools, but also the 

British press were attacking the culture and religions of so many people - 

people like me. It was this moment which led me to want to explore the 

framing of Academisation further a through a critical lens. Also, this became 

a personal site of research for me as I wanted the question and explore what 
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this term ‘Academy’ meant and why an Academy in Birmingham was being 

ruthlessly attacked because it was of one particular faith-based orientation. 

 

As a former journalist, I viewed the news with some scepticism because I 

have an understanding of how news stories are shaped, written, and 

produced. As a journalist I was trained to write news in an as objective way 

as possible. News is the always a second-hand account of an event and it is 

the business of journalism and media institutions to turn real life events into 

stories, which have narratives. How these stories are written though is an 

unregulated practice, there should always be a hook which draws and retains 

the attention of the reader. The hook reels in the reader but there should be 

content which will make the reader want to stay and also want to come back 

for more. There is a delicate balance between telling a story and losing the 

interests of the target reader. This balance always must be maintained, all 

the while ensuring the hand of the journalist is never seen. I was taught that 

the journalist is the invisible hand which should stay hidden as news should 

be treated as a representation of reality. How a story is told through a 

narrative is never guaranteed to be the replicated elsewhere, this is where 

representations occur. Representation is the process through which a story 

is recreated within a certain way of thinking. There is no one truth, or one 

way of thinking about what academisation means, there cannot be because 

of the different way popular media is able to frame the meaning behind 

academisation.  
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In this thesis I have drawn on a lot of work and theoretical ideas of Stuart 

Hall in my approach to the study of the cultural framing of academisation. As 

I discuss in Chapter 4, there are many other cultural theorists whose work 

has had an equally relevant impact on the field of Cultural Studies and the 

study of culture. However, for me there is something which I can relate to in 

Stuart Hall’s work and his writings. I find a familiarity and a comfort in his 

ideas and the accessibility of his work. In the process of undertaking this 

thesis, I read a lot around ideas of culture, cultural identity, representations, 

and media. There was something which resonated with me in Stuart Hall’s 

work I felt able to relate to him on a personal level. As an individual from a 

proud mixed heritage background there have been times when I struggled to 

find and embrace one culture. Which is why I found myself reading Halls 

wider works especially around his ideas of race, identity, and diaspora, and it 

was through these ideas and lenes that I connected with his approach to the 

study of culture.  

 

While I have chosen to remove my own political machinations from the way I 

have conducted this research, this does not mean I am not political. I have 

my own internal and external politics, my own personal subjectivities which in 

the case of Education is manifested in questioning why, and how, the 

Conservatives sold off our education. While I steer clear of introducing this 

dialogue into the thesis, an important part of my analysis is acknowledging 

and questioning the political dimensions of what academisation stands for, 

and means, through the lens of media representations. Addationaly, who the 
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media, through their framing, are creating and speaking to through their 

reporting.  

 

1.3 Research Aim 

The role of popular media in the cultural framing of academisation has not 

been widely researched or reported. The aim of this thesis was to gain an 

understanding of the contribution popular media has made over the last 

decade on the way in the way the culture of academisation has been known 

in the public imagination. The study of common sense and the mobilisation of 

an educational commonsense is vital to understanding popular media’s 

cultural framing. In a Cultural Studies sense, I questioned the widely known 

and accepted discourse on academisation. Although knowledge exists on 

academisation and the academies programme, what cultural knowledge 

exists? In the culture of everyday life how have academy schools, the 

academies programme, and processes of academisation been represented 

beyond the legislation and policy document?  

 

1.4 Research Questions   

What academisation means, and the way academies have largely been 

understood has been through official school websites and central 

government reports. The problem with these methods of representing 

academisation has always been carried out through the lens of self-

promotion. There is no value for academy schools to negatively represent 

academisation, as that devalues the reputation of schools. As I carried out 
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my background research for this thesis there were many questions which 

prevailed that contributed to the development of my research question.  

 

The prevailing question which I adopted, and developed, started from 

considering the role of Cultural Studies in the study of education and 

academisation. Broad questions such as: what do we, as an informed 

audience, not know about academisation? What broader understanding can 

be gained from other non-governmental sources, such as popular media? 

What narratives and commonsense knowledge do non-governmental voices, 

such as popular media, offer audiences?  

 

The role of popular media in the way academisation has been represented, 

and the way the culture of academisation has been produced are the central 

focus of this thesis, as such I developed three research questions which 

sought to address the aim of this thesis: 

 

I. What are the dominant and marginalised representations, and 

themes, related to academisation present in popular media? 

II. What are the apparent common sense narratives in the history of the 

culture of academisation, and how have they contributed to the 

development of an educational commonsense? 

III. What changes have occurred in popular media’s cultural framing of 

academisation between the period of 2010 – 2020. 

 

 



12 | P a g e  
 

1.5 Academy – Keyword Definition  

When considering the term Academy, it is important to recognise the word 

has a long and rich history. Its lexical usage can be found to have dated back 

as far as the Greeks.  In its current iteration, particularly since 2010, the term 

academy has become associated with an educational reform which has been 

associated with social values of schooling. 

 

The word academy originates back to 1549 from the Greek word Akademeia 

in the meaning defined as: 

− a school usually above the elementary level especially  

−  a private high school (Merriam Webster 2022)  

 

Akademeia is just one sense of the word academy; the second sense 

invokes a more powerful meaning. In being borrowed from the Greek; 

Akadēmía was the name of the garden in ancient Greece, outside Athens, 

where Plato was known to teach. Which was named after hero in Greek 

mythology Akademos: 

− the school for advanced education founded by Plato  

− the philosophical doctrines associated with Plato's Academy   

(Merriam Webster 2022) 

 

Developing an understanding of the etymology of the term academy is 

important as it is part of the foundation of understanding the meaning within 

education. As a political construct which has invaded the educational 
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landscape over the last decade, the word Academy takes roots in attempting 

to promote the notion of a higher level of education.  

 

When considering the current educational landscape, what is striking is that 

the vocabulary of academisation keeps been defined by one word – 

Academy. This mysterious word continually evokes different thoughts, 

feelings, and understandings with somewhat continuous meanings which run 

in parallel to one another. The word academy has associations with 

academic, bright, clever, and high achieving in the common sense of people. 

In understand academy culturally one needs to contrast it with 'bog standard 

comprehensive' - comprehensive meaning for everyone. Academy is part of 

that way of thinking suggesting the elite - as in The Royal Academy, and 

Plato’s Academy. There is the ‘official’ government, political, and education 

definition, then there is the less defined and more emotive popular definition 

that exists in the public consciousness. This common sense around 

'Academy' is that this type of school is 'academically' successful. It suggests 

that students attending them will leave with good academic qualifications, in 

opposition to other schools - usually community schools or comprehensive 

schools, which are more focused on catering for all students and providing 

perhaps a less academically focused curriculum. This latter definition is 

found through popular media representations and public discussions. It is 

through these spaces that ‘ordinary’ people to express their own 

understandings and inputs which at times differ from the ‘official’ way of 

thinking. It is here that I will briefly provide a perspective of this illusive word, 

which has come to dominate the educational landscape - Academy.  
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The first most noticeable rhetoric when exploring the Academy through the 

official government lens is how they use positive and un-evocative language 

which suggests that Academy Schools are a good practice. “We want every 

school in the country to be part of a family of schools in a strong multi 

academy trust” (GOV.UK 2021). This notion of the family and strength 

provokes a framing of unity, the notion of strength through numbers. The DfE 

continues further, “the academies programme gives individual schools 

greater freedoms compared to local authority control. Being an academy 

gives schools the power to decide on the best curriculum for their pupils, 

determine how they spend their budgets, and much more” (ibid.)  

 The Academy in this framing is presented as new system of education not 

governed by the traditional bureaucracy of local authorities.  

 

They can decide on their own curriculums, term dates, school hours and 

much more. They’re still funded by the government but they get to decide 

how they spend their money, from how much they pay teachers to how much 

they spend on classroom equipment. (GOV.UK 2021) 

 

The imagined freedom which the Academy has stems from its ability to set 

its own processes and practices. While in theory this framing may appeal to 

the wider public, in the sense that they want the best education from their 

children, the primary issue of freedom as an associated meaning with the 

Academy is that it raises questions of freedom for whom? If all schools 

become an Academy, which was part of the Conservative Governments’ 
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election promise in the lead up to the 2015 General election, then how would 

they be free, and importantly what would they be free from? They would still 

be regulated and controlled, not by local authorities, but by central 

government.  Through its sheer implication the language of freedom 

suggests that the alternative to the Academy is that of restriction and the lack 

of supposed freedom is a hinderance to the progressive future of children 

education. The association of freedom to Academy has progressively 

developed over time, as part of the process of privatisation of education 

‘freedom’ has slowly taken on a new meaning.  

 

Heilbronn (2016) argued that freedom in academies was nothing more than 

“moving state funded schools from the public to the private sector” (Heilbronn 

2016: 306). The language of the Academy can be better understood as 

having centralised reforms through governance. Heilbronn continues in his 

summation of the Academies and argues that “establishing academy schools 

was part of a raft of changes, resulting in ‘a system-wide shift in this 

provision, facilitated by the Academies Act 2010’ (ibid.). These ‘raft of 

changes’ are educational reforms which have occurred across the education 

landscape. While freedom is implicitly associated with the Academy, 

governance is another key tenant of Academy schools, this has been made 

explicit by the DfE as early as 2013  

 

Importantly for the way academy schools are allowed to operate, the policy 

authorises ‘freedoms to innovate’, including ‘freedom from local authority 

control; the ability to set their own pay and conditions for staff; freedoms 
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around the delivery of the curriculum, and the ability to change the lengths of 

terms and school days’ (DfE, 2013). 

 

This language which has been espoused by Conservative Governments 

since their introduction of the Academies Act 2010, and their adoption of the 

Academy initiative, has created salient features which make understanding 

the Academy easier for the public. What begun with freedom has 

progressively evolved over the last decade into governance, autotomy, 

performance, standards, and social capital. These features of the Academy 

have been well researched, Eyles, Machin and Silva (2018) describe how the 

Academy lends itself to the idea of the “autonomous schools that remain part 

of the state sector but operate outside the control of the local education 

authorities” (Eyles, Machin and Silva (2018: 155).  

 

One of the largest challenges when exploring the language of the Academy 

is how it often it changes in order keep up with the current educational and 

political environments. While there is comparatively little change to what is 

published with respect to defining and understanding the Academy, there 

has been a number of subtle developments, especially since the changes 

which occurred in Schooling as a result of the Coronavirus pandemic.  

 

Joining a multi academy trust remains a positive choice for schools. They 

enable the strongest leaders to take responsibility for supporting more 

schools, develop great teachers and allow schools to focus on what really 

matters – teaching, learning and a curriculum that is based on what works. 
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As we build back better from the pandemic, multi-academy trusts have the 

capacity to provide the best training and evidence-based curriculum support 

for already great teachers, freeing them to focus on what they do best – 

teaching. (GOV.UK 2021) 

 

I mention this addition as this language is part of a new addition to the 

ongoing framing of the Academy. Multi academy trusts are the primary 

method through which Academy schools receive funding. While it is the role 

and responsibility of central government to oversee the governance of 

Academy schools, it is sponsors and trusts who bear the burden and 

responsibility of ensuring these schools are maintained and running. The 

connotation that Academy schools, and by extension the Academy, is the 

positive choice further deepens an already established premise founded on 

ideas of freedom and autonomy. 

 

1.6 Organisation of the thesis 

This thesis is organised into 11 chapters. This chapter serves to introduce 

the research and the focus of the study. It is also where I outline why the 

study of academisation and popular medias’ cultural framing is important. In 

so doing I established the research territory and where my thesis fits within 

the broader contexts on the Cultural Studies of Education. Moreover, I 

discuss the rationale and aims for this research. I now tend to the structure of 

this thesis which is as follow:  
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Chapter 2 – The history and policies of academisation introduces the 

background to the research, with a focus on the developments which have 

occurred in the public policy sphere around academisation. It serves as a 

means of understanding what academisation is and what movements have 

occurred in the way the education policies of academisation have contributed 

to the development of the academies programme. 

 

Chapter 3 – The public story so far explored the wider research context 

around the study of academisation. There is a body of research which has 

approached academies from a policy analysis and/or education perspective. 

It is common to find research which explores the role of the media in framing 

broad educational issues. However, there is a lack of research exploring 

academisation through the lens of Cultural Studies, which is where this 

thesis is positioned. 

 

Chapter 4 – Cultural Studies and the study of culture introduces the body of 

theory within which this research is situated. It is here that I explore and 

highlight the Cultural Studies theories applied within my research which 

develop an understanding of the meaning and nature of the framing of 

academisation. I engage in theoretical discussions on concepts of 

representation, culture, and frameworks of communication. The following 

theories are particularly relevant to this study: Stuart Hall’s model of 

Encoding/Decoding, Richard Johnson’s model of the Circuit of Culture, and 

Raymond Williams’ cultural framework for studying Residual, Dominant, and 

Emergent ideology. 
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Chapter 5 Research Methodology and Methods delves into my epistemology 

and it is where I discuss how Cultural Studies has informed not only the 

theory of this study, but also the design. I present and account for the choice 

of research design, and I expand on how theory has been utilised in my data 

analysis. 

 

Chapter 6 – Challenging academies: the shift from an old to a new culture of 

academisation analyses the first two years of popular media culture framing 

since 2010. It is where I begin my discussion on the representations at the 

start of the modern iteration of the academies programme and the changes 

which saw a shift towards a new educational commonsense.  

 

Chapter 7 – Normalising the cultural framing of academisation saw my 

analysis explore popular media’s cultural framing up until 2014, prior to the 

start of the Trojan Horse scandal. As it was up until this point that there was 

an active attempt to normalise a way of thinking about the culture of 

academisation. The normalisation of the culture of academisation allowed for 

the development of a new educational commonsense.  

 

Chapter 8 – Trojan Horse: A legacy of the culture of academisation focusses 

on the cultural framing during 2014 and the event which became termed 

‘Trojan Horse’. I take the Trojan Horse scandal as a case study and I explore 

the representations mobilised by popular media during this period and their 
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significance on the development of an education common sense way of 

thinking about academisation. 

 

Chapter 9 – Framing the Future of academisation analyses a marked period 

post Trojan Horse between 2015 – 2017 where there was the development 

of a new educational commonsense one which problematised the meaning 

of academisation. In framing the future of academisation, sections of popular 

media, organised by ideological and political orientations, presented differing 

ways of thinking about the role of academies in the educational landscape. 

 

Chapter 10 – Troubling Times Ahead: Casting a shadow of doubt on 

academisation marks the final stages of my analysis whereby I explore 

popular media cultural framing during the period of 2018 and 2019. It was 

here that another new educational commonsense was introduced, one 

plagued by allegations of fraud and financial mismanagement in the 

governance of academies. 

 

Chapter 11 – Conclusion of the thesis and where I revisit my research 

questions and present the key findings. I also discuss the limitations of my 

research, the implications and contributions of my research in the Cultural 

Studies of education, and the potential for future research.   
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Chapter 2. The history and policy of 
academisation 
 

2.1 Introduction 

This chapter explores the policies and rules which govern academies, 

looking at academisation and processes involved in how academies operate. 

The purpose of investigating the history of academisation is to present an 

account of the changes that academisation have gone through over the 

years which has led to the development of the academies programme. Here I 

explore some of the policies in its history which have significantly contributed 

to the process of academisation. What is worrying, through a detailed 

exploration into the history and policies of academisation, it is not very clear 

how academies operate. In the overall scope of the thesis this chapter 

provides a context for the study as it explores the academies programme 

and importantly the changes which have occurred over the last four decades 

around academisation. This feeds into the wider research aim of exploring 

the cultural framing and representation of academisation in the public 

imagination.  

 

The academies project has significantly transformed the education 

landscape in England over the last 40-years. Keddie and Mills (2019) 

describes academies as “independent, non-fee paying state schools. While 

largely state funded and operating under charity status, they also receive 

financial support from nonstate bodies” (Keddie and Mills 2019: 20). 

Academisation is the process by which schools that are maintained by the 

local authority become academies. The concept of ‘academisation’ was first 
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referenced by Gorard (2009). It is used to describe the process through 

which a school converts to an academy but also references the change in 

the way schools are funded via the shift from local authority state-maintained 

schools to the private sphere of academy trusts. Academisation can occur 

through two routes currently, sponsorship or forced conversion. Academies 

have existed in the UK for over four decades but under the banner of 

different educational programmes. Each successive British Government 

since the 80s has rebranded the practice of academisation as a new initiative 

to raise educational standards by providing more autonomy to schools. 

 

Academisation is not confined to secondary education; it is a radical policy 

reforming all areas of the educational landscape, from primary to sixth-forms 

and FE colleges. As of May 2019, in the UK there are currently a total of 

8,629 academies open; 5,545 are primary and 2,611 are secondary, with 340 

schools designated as having special provisions (DfE May 2019). There are 

also a further 740 projected to open by 2020. In the wider context of non-

academy state funded schools, as of January 2019 it was recorded there 

were 16,769 primary schools and 3,448 secondary schools, with 986 schools 

designated as having special provisions (DfE January 2019). Although there 

is a sizeable difference between the number of primary academies and their 

state-maintained counterparts, there is not much difference in the proportion 

of secondary academies and their local authority funded counterparts. In the 

year 2016/17, the total number of secondary mainstream state schools was 

4,168, and the number of non-maintained, i.e. academies, was 2,381 (DfE 

2017). The reduction in over 700 state schools and an increase in 300 
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academies, over the course of two-years is a significant rise but one which 

was to be expected given the Conservative Government’s policy of 

academisation. However, the reduction in the number state schools does not 

necessarily mean all schools are converting to academies. Some are closing 

for a variety of reasons, such as a failure to find a sponsor or negative Ofsted 

rating in part due to the change in grading criteria. When a school is forced to 

close it has detrimental consequences for its students, as in the increasingly 

marketed education sector of academies it can be difficult to find new 

schools places quickly. 

 

A distinction can also be made that a school can be academised without 

being an academy. Rayner et al (2018) contend that a school can operate 

and have the same “characteristics of an academised school, even if it is not 

branded with the legally meaningful nomenclature academy” (Rayner et al 

2018: 143). An example of this would be a Church of England or Catholic 

School, schools which are predominantly church-orientated. The difference 

with other faith-based schools is that they usually have academy or free-

school status. Within academised schools that do not have academy status, 

Rayner et al (2018) argue, there is a structural transformation which goes 

beyond “localised policy ‘implementation’ and ‘enactment’” (Rayner et al 

2018: 143). 

 

Gill and Janmaat (2019) argue that since the concept of the academies 

programme was first introduced it has been the “central pillar of a radical 

remodelling of the educational landscape in England” (Gill and Janmaat 
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2019: 1). It represents a shift towards a more market-orientated vision for 

education because academies are distinguished by their freedoms some of 

which are a licence to pursue their own curriculums free from the constraints 

of The National Curriculum; free from local authorities’ admissions’ policies; 

and free from trade union agreements (Gill and Janmaat 2019: 2).  

 

2.2 Origins 

The academies programme has its origins under Thatcher in 1979, when it 

was initially conceived, but it was not rolled out until 1986 at the 

Conservative Party conference (Gunter 2011). Thatcher’s government had 

made two attempts between the period of 1979 and 1986 to encourage new 

schools to be set up though the programmes of City Technology Colleges 

(CTCs) and ‘sponsored grant-maintained schools’, but without a resounding 

success (Walford 2014).  

 

CTCs and sponsored grant-maintained schools brought about a new form of 

control within education governance. Whereas schooling had previously 

been administered through local education authorities (LEAs), CTCs sought 

to change this through a centrally controlled system with the Secretary of 

State for Education having “legally binding contractual arrangements” with 

private providers who funded the schools (West and Bailey 2012: 138; Chitty 

2014). Walford (2014) argues that the CTC model Thatcher introduced acted 

as the “forerunner” for the current academies programme, as it exhibited the 

benefits that increased privatisation could have on education and schooling 

(Walford 2014: 315). 
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In addition to CTCs, key legislation amendments at the time would later 

prove to be influential in developing academies. The 1980 Education Act 

reintroduced parental choice, a key policy feature which has continued to 

evolve with academies. The 1988 Education Reform Act was a landmark 

piece of legislation that took power away from LEAs centralising it with the 

Secretary of State for Education. It restructured the way state-maintained 

schools operated, by providing them with greater autonomy over their 

funding.  It gave parents the “right to express a preference for any state-

maintained school they wish to use” (Walford 2014: 317). Walford (2014) 

contends the 1988 Education Reform Act was not the crucial piece of 

legislation that introduced new ways of establishing schools, but instead it 

was the 1944 Education Act that first introduced new ways of schooling. 

 

Comparisons can be drawn between an analysis of the 1944 Education Act 

and the current structure of academy schools. The 1944 Education Act 

introduced a new way to allow religious bodies, predominantly the Roman 

Catholic Church and Church of England, to be involved in the running of 

state schools. Walford (2014) notes that in post-war Britain religious schools 

had options to choose how to run as state schools, either through being 

voluntary controlled, voluntary aided, or via special arrangements. The 

current structure of academy schools has embodied some of the principles 

from the 1944 Act as it allows for organisations, charities, religious bodies, 

philanthropic foundations to enter into an agreement with the government 

(Gunter and McGinity 2014).  
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The 1980 Education Act and the 1988 Education Reform Act have been 

characterised as creating ‘quasi-markets’ due to legislative changes which 

allowed state-maintained schools to act more like they were in the private 

sector (Walford 2014; West and Bailey 2013). The City Technology Colleges 

developed under Thatcher’s ‘experiment’ became the “building blocks” for 

what would later evolve into Blair’s City Academies (Hatcher 2011). 

  

In 2000 Blair took the successes and failures of CTCs, and the ideas of 

grant-maintained schools, and developed the city technology programme into 

city academies (CAs). Key to the CAs programme was the core belief that 

these schools should remain free of local authority (LA) control, but still be 

funded via a “contract through the control of central government but owned 

by a non-public body” (West and Bailey 2013: 140). The CAs programme 

was marketed as a way of breaking the “cycle of underperformance and low 

expectations” in inner-city schools (Chitty 2014: 111). Amendments to the 

Learning and Skills Act 2000 allowed for the city colleges and city technology 

colleges to be rebranded as city academies. 

 

Two years later legislative amendments to the Education Act 2002 saw the 

government rebranding city academies as simply ‘academies’, and forcibly 

converting all previous City Colleges and CTCs, that had not adopted the 

name of city academies, into academies. Blair’s new academy schools were 

created as independent schools, run by an academy sponsor who would 

have integral control of the management and capital cost of the school, but 
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all academies would still be maintained by the state (Walford 2014; West and 

Baily 2013; Gunter 2011). City Academies were predominantly being set up 

in inner London in areas where schools were oversubscribed, which in 

principle would mean there was more demand for new schools. Creating 

academies allowed for the government to market these new schools to 

everybody, in particular to generate more sponsorship. 

 

It was estimated that under CTCs the average setting up cost for each 

school was £10million (Beckett 2007: 2). Baker had initially proposed that 

CTC sponsors contribute £8million towards capital costs of the school but, as 

Beckett describes, it soon became clear that was not going to happen and 

the cost was quietly forgotten. When Blair resurrected the programme, the 

cost dropped to £2million and important safeguards were put in place to 

protect the government from financial disaster. Academies would be created 

as independent schools, run by an academy sponsor who would have 

integral control of management and capital cost of the school, but all 

academies would still be maintained by the state (Walford 2014; West and 

Baily 2013; Gunter 2011). This level of independence expanded as the 

academies programme evolved, with academies having greater autonomy 

and ‘freedom’ over curriculum, pay and working conditions, and school 

facilities and buildings. The expansion of the academies programme under 

Blair increased the supply side of the quasi market, by which I am referring to 

the accessibility and availability for groups and organisation being able to set 

up academies in local areas thus creating more choice for parents. 
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Academies enabled groups such as parents, charities, religious groups, and 

independent sponsors to compete as potential sponsors for new schools 

(Walford 2014; West and Bailey 2013). As part of the sponsorship 

agreement, which academy sponsors would enter into with the Secretary of 

State for Education, sponsors would be able to retain control of the direction 

and ‘purpose’ of the school for which it was established (e.g. religious school, 

science school, arts school) (Walford 2014; Gunter 2011).  This style of 

academy sponsorship further facilitated the development of the quasi market, 

as it purposefully allowed private organisations direct involvement in a state-

maintained education system. Blair’s academy programme allowed 

organisations to takeover “poorly performing schools” and with an emphasis 

on improving “pupil performance by breaking the cycle of disadvantage and 

low expectation” (West and Bailey 2013: 144). 

 

It is very clear that even from its earliest iteration, in the form prior to David 

Cameron and Michal Gove’s takeover, the Academy School programme has 

always been a political tool. Whether in the form of CTC’s under Thatcher, 

who first introduced a way education could be further privatised through 

sponsorship; or amendments made to the Education Act by Blair so that 

Labour could legally bring their vision of education in the form the City 

Technology Colleges and City Academies. Within the process of naming 

schools there is an element of badging which creates an image of the school. 

The way of associating schools to politics because it is integral to the 

message the public receives about the kind of school being created but is 

less explicit about funding. It is not a question of whose politics was worse, 
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rather it is an acknowledgment that the Academy is intrinsically connected to 

politics. 

 

 

2.3 Privatisation 

The involvement of private organisations was encouraged during Blair’s 

phases of academisation, and this concept was more commonly known as 

public-private partnerships (PPPs). “The concept of a public-private 

partnership (PPP) recognizes the existence of alternative options for 

providing education services besides public finance and public delivery” 

(Patrinos 2009: 1). In 2002, the role of PPPs in the UK saw many functions 

of the local authorities being outsourced in the private sector. Where state 

schools were previously maintained and funded through the LEAs, the 

government used a forced ‘economic compulsion’ (Hatcher 2006), to give 

private companies more than just the responsibility for running state schools. 

Instead, the government became “brokers between schools and private 

suppliers of services” (Hatcher 2006: 602). Core support services for 

example, teaching and learning support, pastoral care, curriculum advice, 

could now be outsourced, however some elements of the schools and its 

financial makeup such as the budget could not. (Hatcher 2006). 

 

In education, quasi-markets evolved out of schools and schooling being 

subjected to the discipline of market-based competition (Ball 2012). 

Privatization can be understood as two types, endogenous and exogenous 

(Ball & Youdell 2007). Endogenous involves making public education more 
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business-like by importing “ideas, techniques and practices from the private 

sector” (2007: 13). Exogenous is where public education is opened up to the 

private sector on a profit basis with the view they will “design, manage, and 

deliver aspect of public education” (ibid.) 

 

The Academies programme can be seen as being both endogenous and 

exogenous. In the public sector academies are trying to emulate and behave 

more like education in the private sector (e.g. taking control of their budget, 

and curriculum, raising ‘standards’, management). The exogenous character 

of the Academies programme has only been made possible by its 

endogenous nature; the private sector has started to move into the public.  In 

neither instance is privatization subject to ‘public security’. Ball & Youdell 

argue the endogenous “techniques and practices” of privatization are not 

named and the exogenous nature of the private sector are not “publicly 

known about or properly understood” (2007: 13-14). 

 

Privatisation in education is not a new phenomenon; it has existed for nearly 

two decades. I briefly discussed the role of PPPs and their relationship with 

LEAs, but it is important to understand its history and the stages through 

which it came to be used in education. There are three chronological forms 

through which the privatisation of education has come about Hatcher (2006). 

First the transfer of full or partial control of services to private sector bodies, 

e.g. supply teachers and school inspections. Second is subcontracting out 

functions of a LEA to private organisation because they have been classified 

as failing by Ofsted (Hatcher 2006). This second form is where I would 
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situate processes of academisation, the ability for private companies to take 

over schools through poor Ofsted results thinly veiled as the need and desire 

to improve educational standards. This is not to say that private companies 

do not raise the performance and results in schools, but the question to be 

asked in these situations is: At what cost? The third stage, in Hatcher’s 

chronology of privatization, and now the “dominant model, is a more organic 

form of ‘public–private partnership’ between LEAs and private companies” 

(Hatcher 2006: 602). This organic form that Hatcher describes, began in 

2001 around the time when Tony Blair first really introduced academies, after 

steering away from city academies.  

 

In 2001 the Labour Government rolled out its new initiative called ‘New Ways 

of Working’. The project provided “£1.8 million to fund experiments in new 

forms of partnership between 12 LEAs and private companies” (Hatcher 

2006: 602). Much of this money went into academies through the route of 

private companies supporting Blair’s vision of having parents, charities, 

religious groups, and independent sponsors being involved in the 

management of new schools. As an experiment the ‘New Ways of Working’ 

project has lasted because much of what we understand and know about 

how academisation occurs is as a result of the work that occurred more than 

two decades ago. The government set out a strategy whereby the Local 

Authorities were no longer needed as a direct provider for the services for 

schools but rather, as Hatcher describes, the broker between ‘schools and 

private suppliers of services’ (Hatcher 2006: 602). These were, I would 

argue, part of the process towards Labour government’s deliberate attempt 
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at implementing a future where forced academisation through sponsors is 

perceived as normal.   

 

2.4 Academisation and the Conservative/Liberal-

Democrat Coalition Government: 2010 - 2015 

In 2010 the Conservative/Liberal Coalition government inherited the 

academies programme.  It was under a Conservative Secretary of State for 

Education, Michael Gove, that academisation underwent a dramatic change. 

Non-academy schools were allowed to ‘opt-out’ of local authority control and 

seek academy status. The Academies Act 2010 introduced unprecedented 

reforms in the way education was administered. It gave schools which had 

academy status so called more autonomy over the way educational practices 

were administered.  

 

The Academies Act 2010 brought forward two new types of schools in 

addition to converter academies, which had existed under Blair. The first, 

University Technical Colleges (UTCs), were secondary schools founded and 

sponsored by universities or employers, with the schools still being controlled 

by central government (West and Bailey 2013). The second type of new 

academy school was the ‘free school’. In 2011 the amended Education Act 

introduced a guide for ‘The Free Schools Presumption’ for the Education and 

Inspections Act 2006 which regulated how local authorities operated. “Where 

a local authority considers that there is a need for a new school in its area it 

must (other than in exceptional cases) seek proposals to establish an 

academy (in the form of a ‘free school’)” (West and Wolfe 2018: 11).  
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Free schools arose from a Conservative belief in the ‘Big Society Agenda’. 

David Cameron argued that allowing “local groups, social enterprises and 

charities” to deliver public services would allow communities to take control 

and have more responsibility in the delivery of public services providing an 

alternative to public services (Higham 2014: 122). As a new type of academy 

school, free schools became another method through which to further 

develop quasi-markets in education. 

 

The Academies Act 2010 allowed for parent-promoted and led schools and 

enabled local groups to apply directly to central government for the “rights 

and funding to set up and run a state school” (Higham 2014: 123). It was 

under the coalition government that academies were given greater degrees 

of autonomy over the management and maintenance of schools. Academy 

schools were given more freedom over teaching the national curriculum, and 

in creating new schools with a faith-based denomination.  

 

Arguably, the Coalition Government’s vision for academies, evolved beyond 

‘freedom’ and autonomy from the control of Local Authorities. The 

Academies Act 2010 is evidence that the Government made attempts at 

making academies the ‘norm’ of schooling, as it introduced a new conversion 

route for non-academy schools to become academies. Schools could either 

voluntarily convert or be forced to convert if an order was made by the 

Secretary of State for Education. In 2010 normalising academies as the 
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future for schooling was the long-term direction of the Conservative 

government. 

 

The 2010 Academies Act has led to a new type of educational governance in 

state schools. Keddie (2016) emphasises that in the place of the “traditional 

system of local authority governance (democratically elected bodies)” there 

are now a “proliferation of new stakeholders who are now responsible for 

schools and schooling. These include state agencies and businesses to 

voluntary organisations, charities, social enterprises and faith groups” 

(Keddie 2016: 171). Stripping away local authority involvement in state 

schooling and increasing the privatisation of public schooling has 

consequences on schooling; “the interests of business will drive school 

priorities at the expense of a focus on student learning, teacher pedagogy 

and inclusive governance” (ibid.) These shifts in governance styles have led 

to much criticism in the administration of Academy schools.  

 

As part of a new governance style, the Academies Act 2010 paved the way 

for a new mode of school management in the form academy sponsorship, 

although a new sponsorship model was rolled during this time it roots can be 

traced to a previous decade. The 2010 general election saw the formation of 

a collation government and the implementation of new converter academies, 

but it was also the government at the time who re-branded how formerly 

sponsored academies were referred. The sponsorship of academy schools 

moved away from the terminology of maintained or grant-maintained schools 
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as it had been branded under Tony Blair, to sponsored schools in chains, 

trusts and Multi Academy Trusts (MATS).  

 

The involvement of groups and private sponsors is a part of the process of 

school academisation, it is an essential component to the composition of the 

Academy. What we know about these groups and how they operate is not as 

easily accessible or understand as I have described. In the culture of 

everyday life one the sources of accessible information on academisation is 

news. The framing which exists through news reporting of academies 

provides an outlet for the public understand how they operate, but the way 

they are represented will influence how it is understood. A frame is the point 

of view through which you enter the subject and interact in the field. News 

reports typically have strong frames which project the reader into the story 

from a particular perspective - for example in the 2010 story below from the 

Daily Mail. 

 

In the context of ‘everyday life’ I am here referring here to the means through 

which representations are developed and taken-up by the media, that are 

used to inform the public on academisation, whilst also simultaneously 

acknowledging that they have an impact upon their production. The 

questions which are raised should be explored through a lens which seeks to 

explore what is beyond just the meaning presented to the reader. How it can 

impact the readers future decisions and choices. It is important to note here 

that representations exist within all media reporting, it is not localised to 

specific organisations. What is specific are the way events have been 
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framed, for example in 2010 shortly after the general election, reporting 

began to emerge on the planned changes which would impact the 

educational landscape. 

 

Headline: Schools to be freed from state shackles 

THE biggest shake-up of education in a generation and fundamental 

reform of the political system will form the centrepiece of a 500-day 

'power to the people' plan being unveiled by the Government today.  

The first Queen’s Speech of the coalition government will prioritise 

plans to liberate hundreds of schools from state control by allowing 

them to become academies. 

In Sweden, which has adopted a similar programme of schools 

reform, many new schools are located in office blocks but are hugely 

popular with parents who recognise the exceptional quality of 

teaching. (The Daily Mail – 25th May 2010) 

 

While notions of freedom and autonomous control are presented, there are 

deeper questions which are left undiscussed, such as what this means for 

the parents. The association of this new education reform with the Swedish 

model, is good promotion for the Academies programme, but for the parents 

who are the readers it presents them with a choice that there is a new 

educational model coming which promises an “exception quality of teaching”. 

Whereas exploring another newspaper in the same month, only two days 

apart, there is a very different message emerging on this controversial new 

model. 
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Headline: Hey! Tories! Leave them schools alone!; Academies ‘Unfair’ 

to poorer pupils  

TORY plans to turn thousands of schools into academies were 

branded "hugely expensive and deeply unfair" yesterday. Former 

Schools Secretary Ed Balls warned it will create a "two tier" education 

with money going to academies in rich areas while pupils from 

deprived neighbourhoods miss out.  

Labour introduced academies to improve education in deprived areas. 

Critics say the Government has turned that idea on its head and is 

letting the BEST schools get further ahead because only they will take 

the chance of becoming academies. They fear it will lead to a two-tier 

education system with academies getting more money. (The Daily 

Mirror 27th May 2010) 

 

The pun in the headline refers to the 1979 song by ‘Another Brick in the Wall’ 

by Pink Floyd - We don't need no Education - in which there is a line 'Hey! 

Teacher! Leave them kids alone! In the video of the Pink Floyd song the 

children were working class and indoctrinated and produced as factory 

fodder. The implication an inference is that the Conservatives are doing the 

same thing here - in order to narrow schooling and prevent more liberal or 

free thinking and that the working class in particular, would suffer from it. 

 

It is clear there is a political struggle in the ways through which the Academy 

can be understood, but it is not just what it means here that is important, it is 
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what is unknown that is equally valuable. The unknown for the parent in 

reading The Daily Mirror is knowing that if academies are introduced on a 

large scale, as it was suggested later in the article, that it will impact their 

child’s current standard of education. All the while this is without reference to 

the supposed ’benefits’ of Academy schools. While I am not an advocate of 

Academisation or Academy Schools, I do recognise that on paper 

Academies were in theory meant to improve education for all, however in 

practice this has not been the case. In their advocacy of rejecting academy 

schools, The Mirror also subtly develop inferences for parents to consider 

about the future of their child’s education. 

 

2.5 Sponsorship 

It is important to note here that there had not been much guidance published 

by the DfE, prior to the Academies Act 2010, as to what sponsoring an 

academy involved. When I refer to an academy here, I am not simply talking 

about schools that have been converted in the last two decades in the format 

we might recognise now, but rather any schools that recognisably adhere to 

academy principles, which, in a historical form, are CTC or city academies. 

The first piece of concrete legislation where sponsorship of schools was 

introduced, agreements for the creation of CTCs, comes in the amended 

Education Reform Act 1988, which was engineered by Kenneth Baker, then 

Secretary of State for Education under Thatcher. 

 

105: The Secretary of State may enter into an agreement with any 

person under which—  
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(a) that person undertakes to establish and maintain, and to carry on 

or provide for the carrying on of either—  

(i) an independent school to be known as a city technology college; or  

(ii) an independent school to be known as a city college for the 

technology of the arts;  

and having (in each case) such characteristics as are specified in the 

agreement   

(Education Reform Act 1988: 110) 

 

What Baker’s legislation did was enable a new wave of schooling, which set 

a precedent for the ways in which groups, sponsors, or individuals were able 

to ‘buy’ into educational governance. The legislation defines some of 

characteristics of what CTC should be and fundamentally how they should 

be run, which is comparable to an academy school post-2010.  

 

In the 1990s there was not much change under Blair’s Government, as might 

be expected with respect to potentially overhauling CTCs, given New 

Labour’s campaign for education during the election. Instead what we can 

see is that Blair ran with Thatcher’s idea of stripping educational governance 

from local authorities and maintaining central control through bodies and 

schools that ran schools. A clear example of how Blair changed the 

educational rhetoric around CTC and grant-maintained schools without 

actually changing anything is through the legislation of School Standards and 

Framework Act 1998.  
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Labour introduced new categories of maintained schools which still adhered 

to the ideologies of CTCs with respect to central control and external 

governance via sponsors. In addition to the introduction of new schools was 

the conversion of previously grant-maintained school status to foundation 

schools. Foundation schools, I would argue, was a New Labour strategy to 

soften the introduction of Academies. Foundation schools ran in the same 

way as CTCs, and in fact grant-maintained schools as well, just with a 

different branding.    

 

a) community schools;  

b) foundation schools; 

c) voluntary schools, comprising—  

(i) voluntary aided schools,  

(ii) voluntary controlled schools;  

d) community special schools; and  

e) foundation special schools  

(School Standards and Framework Act 1998: 19) 

 

It was two years after the School Standards and Framework Act 1998 was 

enacted that Blair started the processes of rebranding grant-maintained 

schools and existing CTCs. The Learning and Skills Act 2000 required all 

existing CTCs that had not become Foundation Schools, to forcibly convert 

to City Academies. David Blunkett, Secretary of State at the time, publicly 

announced that City Academies were deemed to have independent school 

status, similar to the status of private schools, but would be maintained by 
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central government. “They were to have sponsors who would give £2million 

towards the capital costs and who would henceforth have a controlling 

interest in the school” (Walford 2014: 322).  

 

It wasn’t until the Education Act 2002 that the foundation of what would 

become contemporary configuration of academies was constructed, as the 

2002 legislation once again rebranded City Academies as simply 

‘Academies’ but with it opened a whole new arena for sponsorship and 

forced academisation. Academies opened educational governance to 

public/private partnerships which solidified a new role in how sponsors and 

organisations can and were able to operate freely in schools. 

 

During the period between 1988 and 2002 especially, but up to 2010, very 

little was published in the form of guidance from government departments, as 

to the role of sponsors in education. Perhaps because as an historically anti-

privatisation political party, for the Party to publicise guidance on how to 

undertake sponsorship of schools would have been controversial, even 

under Blair’s New Labour: the ‘selling off’ of education could have been seen 

as a step too far. There was instead, a reliance on news reporting of policies 

and the political rhetoric associated with academies, with both the left and 

right fighting for and against academisation. 

 

From 2010 onwards there was a strategic move by the Coalition Government 

to create a positive image of academisation, through sponsorship routes, by 

making the processes as transparent as possible. By publishing guidance 
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documents on government forums and signposting potential new sponsors, 

such as charities and faith groups, to organisations who were set up only to 

encourage and secure the creation of academies and free schools, there 

was a deliberate attempt to normalise how we view academies. An example 

of this is The New Schools Network, a charity set up in 2009 by an advisor to 

then former Secretary of State for Education Michael Gove. Its only remit 

was to campaign on behalf of applicants who were seeking to set up free 

schools; there was no aftercare from this network to assist schools in their 

operations. This was another further attempt by the Conservative 

Government to aggressively academise schools. 

 

The 2010 Academies Act brought another layer of educational governance, 

networks governance, in the form of chains, trusts, and Multi Academy 

Trusts (MATs). MATs, as described by the DfE, are “the only structures 

which formally bring together leadership, autonomy, funding and 

accountability across a group of academies in an enduring way” (DfE 2016: 

57). This formal clarity was given after MATs were introduced in 2015. Prior 

to that academy sponsorship was assigned through networks of chains and 

trusts. The introduction of MATs meant that individual sponsors of schools 

had to form partnership between academies, becoming part of wider 

networks seeking to overhaul standards of education.  

 

Ehren and Godfrey (2017) explored the external accountability of newly 

established MATs in the UK. According to their research, by 2012 the total 

number of chains was 312 with ‘39% of the academies being part of a chain’ 
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(Ehren & Godfrey 2017: 340). In 2015 there were 4725 academies with over 

half of them in MATS “517 MATs had 2 to 5 academies, 98 with 6–15 and 19 

MATs with 16 or more or schools” (ibid.). According to a report published by 

LSE on academies in 2017 “73 per cent of academies were run by Multi-

Academy Trusts (MATs)” (West and Wolfe 2018: 3). This style of educational 

governance through networks means schools have limited self-management 

powers, and they are unable to decide to leave a MAT without the legal 

permission of the trust (West and Wolfe 2018). This might be viewed as a 

concern since many schools were initially looking for greater autonomy in 

their decision to obtain academy status. Certainly, parents’ motivations in 

setting up the form of academy known as Free School, is to provide more 

bespoke education for their children.  

 

Information about MATs is not easily accessible by the public and everyday 

educational consumer. I would go as far to argue that the ways MATs 

operate is deliberately difficult to understand. Academisation is in the best 

interests of MATs and other trusts as they can take over schools and 

incorporate them into their own networks, which in turn allows them to make 

money from schools. The Times Educational Supplement (TES) ran a story 

in 2018 on money made through academy contracts and pointed out 

concerns around MATs. Commenting on the Parliamentary Public Accounts 

Committee, Martin George revealed that academies make a profit through 

‘party related transition’ (Geroge 2018). This is the process whereby 

academies outsource services to groups linked to the trust that maintains 

them. The purpose of highlighting MATs profiting off schools is that this issue 
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is widely unknown. It is only through news reporting that these issues have 

come to light; there is no government publication discussing it, nor is there 

publicised outrage over trusts being for-profit.  

 

The significance of exploring the history of sponsorship in education, 

specifically in the form of academies and the iterations which preceded it, is 

that it is one of the backbones of academisation. The shift of control from 

local to central government and new modes of educational governance has 

been to groups who at times have shown that their only interest in education 

and school is profit based. Government intervention in schools, like many 

things with academies, is not confined to one political party; it has spanned 

nearly four decades. What we can understand, through a historical 

perspective on the decentralisation of education from local authorities and 

the shift to the public/private partnership model, is that there is nothing new. 

There have been various legislative amendments in the last 30 years which 

has allowed for new educational partnerships to be more easily set up. Over 

the last 10 years there has been an aggressive academisation of schools. 

The introduction of converter academies made it even easier for schools to 

be forcibly academised and taken over by government ‘approved’ sponsors. 

Throughout this history, what we continually do not get told is the potential 

impact on schools and pupils when sponsors fail or are forced to withdraw 

from governing schools.  

 

What becomes apparent is that the core policies around the operation of 

academies, and the methods for academisation, have not changed. Rather 
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there has been a continual rebranding of how we view schools and colleges 

which utilise the external sponsorship model, and, more recently, the 

perceived benefits of having privately run academies. 

 

2.6 Ofsted 

One of the main routes through which academisation has been achieved 

over the last 20 years has been Ofsted. Since the Academies Act 2010 was 

introduced there has been a change in the way Ofsted operates, I would 

argue, moving more towards the government’s forced implementation of 

academies by taking further power from local authorities to intervene in 

‘failing’ schools and to forcibly academise. Ofsted guidelines state the 

academy schools – either through voluntary or forced conversion – are 

treated as new schools, and as such they will be inspected within their third 

year of being operational (DfE 2018). 

 

Since 2012 the ways in which Ofsted operates has changed, and its 

practices for achieving rating benchmarks have been tightened. Smith and 

Abbott (2014) argue that this is one contributing factor to forced 

academisation. In 2012 Ofsted removed the ‘satisfactory’ rating and changed 

it to ‘requires improvement’ a rating which “could warrant forced conversion 

to academy status. Furthermore, under this framework schools will not be 

rated ‘outstanding overall’ unless teaching in the school is recognized as 

‘outstanding’ (Ofsted, 2013)” (Smith & Abbott 2014: 351). The changes in the 

way Ofsted inspects and rates schools coincided with the first real push for 

free schools, following the introduction of the 2011 Education Act which 



46 | P a g e  
 

required all new schools to be free schools. This was neither accidental nor 

coincidental but rather another deliberate attempt at forced academisation.  If 

we put this into the context of how many academies have been opened over 

the last two decades, it is not surprising to see the impact Ofsted has had on 

the government’s aggressive policy of academisation.  

 

 

Figure 2.6.1 – Total number of academies open as of July 2013 (DfE 2014: 

10) 

                     

The data in figure 2.6.1 comes from the DfE’s annual academies report in 

2014 and shows the number of academies opened. The problem with these 

figures is the lack of clarity between the routes of conversions – that is 

whether they are academies which have been forcibly or voluntarily 

converted. Consequently, these official figures lack necessary data about 

converter academies openings. The reason I am showing this table is 
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precisely because it is difficult to understand and I want to illustrate how 

confusing how official data can be when exploring and trying to understand 

information relating to academisation. What we can see from the data 

published in 2014 are the number of academy schools beginning in 2002/03 

up to 2013. There is no explanation as to why the DfE started recording 

academies from 2002, however that was when City Academies transformed 

to Academies under Blair, which is more of a contemporary iteration of the 

academies programme.  

 

There has been a slow rise in the number of sponsored academies, which 

are academies that have been forcibly academised up until 2010. There is no 

further explanation what this data means, but it is almost the DfE’s way of 

showing that prior to the Academies Act 2010, the previous Labour were not 

taking on ‘bad’ or ‘failing’ school are reforming education. However, since the 

Academies Act there been an influx in the number of schools wanting to 

convert and become an academy. One rationale for making this official data 

so confusing is because there are gaps in their data. In the table there is a 

gap between the number of schools that were sponsored, and the total 

number of sponsored schools opened, what happened to the schools? 

Those schools have which been forcibly academised, they were sponsored 

but did not want to be an academy. 

 

Similarly, figure 2.6.2 comes from the 2018 annual report on academies 

which again displays another rise in academies opening without much 

explanation as to the route through which they opened. It is undeniable that 
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there has been a steady rise in the number of academies which have opened 

since 2002, which is when the Conservative Government clearly recognised 

academies as a New Labour education initiative. It is apparent that their data 

and policies are coming from the transition which occurred when City 

Academies became Academy Schools. There is no previous discussion nor 

data on what preceded. 

 

Figure 2.6.2 – Total number of academies open as of 2017 (DfE 2018: 16) 

 

I have briefly mentioned that the Academies Act 2010 gave the Secretary of 

State for Education the power of academisation. Legally, the responsibility 

for deciding if a school should be converted lies with the Secretary of State 

for Education. However, their power of academisation, but more importantly 

the power of that office and the government agencies affiliated with it – the 

DfE and Ofsted – create and prepare the recommendations for 

academisation. The change in the Ofsted framework, which has promoted an 
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aggressive approach to academisation, is a result of three pieces of 

legislation, all working together to normalise the public perception of 

academies. 

 

If a school is rated ‘outstanding’ they are safe from being forced to convert; 

however, any other rating means a decision can be made by the Secretary of 

State for Education to academise a school. A Parliamentary report on 

‘converting schools to academies’ stipulates “the law requires the 

Department to direct all maintained schools that Ofsted has rated as 

inadequate to become academies, with the support of a sponsor” (HoC 2018: 

10). The change in Ofsted rating coupled with a new tightened framework 

makes it easier for schools to be classified as ‘inadequate’. Fazackerley et al 

(2010) voiced their concern in an open research paper, published by Policy 

Exchange, prior to the introduction of Academies Act 2010. Policy Exchange, 

a centre-right think tank founded by Michael Gove and other influential 

Conservative figures, has since come out in support of Academies and Free 

Schools. 

 

They describe how revision in Ofsted frameworks, as a result of the 

Education Act 2006, required inspectors to place more emphasis and priority 

on non-educational criteria such as “promoting equality of opportunity, 

safeguarding children and responding to parents’ views” (Fazackerley et al 

2010: 10). Essentially the accusation was that the government, which at the 

time of that publication was New Labour, placed revisions on how Ofsted 

operates in an attempt to use it a tool for social policy.  
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What this new emphasis meant is although a school might be meeting the 

educational standard, with respect to pedagogy and pupil performance, 

Ofsted were still able to rate it inadequate because of the lack of a school’s 

contribution to the community. Fazackerley et al (2010: 61) argue there are 

fundamental problems in trying to “quantify or grade a school’s contribution 

to an aim as intangible as improved community cohesion”. The requirement 

for schools to promote community cohesion comes directly from the 

Education Act 2006. It mandated maintained schools to promote these 

values but at the legislation was passed there was no mention of this duty 

being applied to Academies. 

 

(5) The governing body of a maintained school shall, in discharging their 

functions relating to the conduct of the school—  

(a) promote the well-being of pupils at the school, and  

(b) in the case of a school in England, promote community cohesion. 

(Education Act 2006: 28) 

 

The Education Act 2006 also directly emphasises that inspections will look 

for “the contribution made by the school to community cohesion” (Education 

Act 2006: 107). However, it should be noted that prior to amendments made 

in the 2006 Act, there had been another attempt at influencing social policy 

with respect to academisation, in the previous Education Act 2002. At the 

time of the 2002 Act, Blair had introduced the newly rebranded Academies 

with the transition from City Academies, and I would argue that to promote 
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academisation and regulate how Ofsted conducts inspections, a new 

criterion was introduced for maintained schools in relation to their curriculum.  

 

(a) promotes the spiritual, moral, cultural, mental and physical development 

of pupils at the school and of society, and  

(b) prepares pupils at the school for the opportunities, responsibilities and 

experiences of later life. 

(Education Act 2002: 53) 

 

Once again, it is not a coincidence that educational reforms were made at 

the time when academies were being promoted and brought into the public 

consciences. There is not much literature exploring the impact that this 

profound amendment had on the forced conversion of academies.  

 

In 2006 these revised Ofsted frameworks were implemented to ensure the 

government met their CONTEST obligations. CONTEST was the 

government’s counter terrorism strategy prior to the change which saw it 

become PREVENT. The prevent agenda, or prevent duty as it become 

known in education, is government strategy to combat, what they described 

as the growing rise in violent radical extremism. Since this was enacted there 

have been various other educational amendments that have tried to make 

schools more accountable for combating extremism; one notable example is 

the requirement to teach Fundamental British Values in schools. In practice, 

what this means is schools and teachers being inspected must gather 

evidence on the ways in which community cohesion is promoted through 
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elements such as the curriculum, social outcomes of pupils, pupil interactions 

with differing groups and communities to their own.  

 

In 2010 the Department for Children, Schools and Families published 

guidance on promoting community cohesion, in which they defined it as: 

 

“... working towards a society in which there is a common vision and sense of 

belonging by all communities; a society in which the diversity of people’s 

backgrounds and circumstances is appreciated and valued; a society in 

which similar life opportunities are available to all; and a society in which 

strong and positive relationships exist and continue to be developed in the 

workplace, in schools and in the wider community”. (DCSF 2010: 3) 

 

It is not simply community cohesion which is being promoted and measured 

but cohesion of a particular kind. Schools are being required to cohere to a 

government agenda based on ideals of integration which in the wider social 

policy terms fits within the Prevent agendas guidelines. The fundamental 

problem with the government using Ofsted to achieve their political agenda, 

and social policy, is that if inspectors find ‘fault with its procedures for 

promoting equality, or for safeguarding its pupils’ or other elements which do 

not adhere to community cohesion, schools can fail (Fazackerley et al 2010 

10). Academisation is not a Conservative policy, and should not be thought 

of as such, rather it is a political initiative which really took roots under New 

Labour. There are similarities between New Labour and the current 
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Conservative government’s approach to education, which could be 

overlooked without a thorough investigation into the history of academisation.  

 

The question which is raised for me on how Ofsted operates, given their 

historical reforms and the tightening of frameworks, is not on what have the 

impacts of these policies been, but rather, why do we do know so little about 

it? Governments utilising Ofsted to implement social policy and promote their 

own political agenda, surely would have promoted a public discussion. These 

public discussions though can only be facilitated through what we, as 

consumers of information, are given. The importance of news reporting is 

often overlooked, I would argue, when it comes to what we know and 

understand on how academisation has been implemented. Without a desire 

to conduct personal research, the majority of information comes from the 

news.  

 

2.7 Admissions 

One of the common themes around the promotion of academisation is that of 

the perceived ‘freedoms’ that academies benefit from. They have greater 

autonomy in the overall management of their schools because they are not 

regulated by the local authority. There are two elements to having greater 

autonomy which are important to explore: admissions and inclusion. In 

recent years these aspects of academies have not received the attention 

they deserve and there is a relative lack of understanding of the operation of 

Academies in relation to these areas.  
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The law stipulates that academies are their own admissions authority 

(GOV.UK 2019). As academies are not maintained by the local authority in 

which they operate, the statutes which govern how maintained schools 

operate do not apply to academies. That is not to say an academy might not 

adopt the same statutes but rather there is no legal requirement for them to 

do so. When a school converts to an academy the way they are governed is 

through a funding agreement (GOV.UK 2019); this is their contract with 

central government, and it dictates how they can operate. ‘Funding 

agreement’ is a legal term which, refers to the trusts and chains, in most 

cases MATs, that sponsor each school. Unlike a maintained school, where 

the local authority sets the operational policies, it is the sponsors which set 

the direction of the school and influence policies such as admissions.  

 

Rayner (2017) explored admission policies in academies, seeking to 

understand the dilemmas relating to fairness and educational inclusion in an 

area where academies operate in a self-regulated competitive market. In an 

increasingly marketized landscape, Rayner contends the “provisions, 

selection and power to select (pupils) are understood by those in leadership 

roles as vital mechanisms to secure advantage over competing schools” 

(Rayner 2017: 27). Governors of academy trusts have almost moved away 

from the idea that education should be accessible, and instead set school 

admission policy based on a competition-based system, which academies 

are legally allowed to do. This will have a negative consequence on localised 

education performance, resulting in exclusion.  
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Rayner et al (2018) describe how one of the freedoms of academies is their 

opt-out method for admission, which means that schools are legally entitled 

to decide which pupils to take based on their areas. This inevitably changes 

the nature of the student intake which is based on the “expectation of 

improving its published performance” (Rayner et al 2018: 144). The DfE’s 

schools’ admission code (2014) stipulates that academies, as non-fee-paying 

independent schools, are not governed publicly but through academy trusts, 

and have the legal right to take or refuse students based on their own 

policies, provided these policies are clearly set and published on their 

website. The problem with admissions in academised schools is the lack of 

uniformity.  

 

Although some of what I have discussed around admission about might be 

speculative, Muir and Clifton (2014) highlight the dangers associated with 

having an academy trust as an admissions authority, asserting that academy 

schools are more likely to manipulate their admissions. The relative growth in 

academies being their own admissions authority, according to their research, 

has indicated an “increased risk of bad practice in this area” (Muir and Clifton 

2014: 18). Commenting on a report by the Academies Commission (2013), 

Muir and Clifton describe how some academies were “willing to take a “low 

road” approach to school improvement by manipulating admissions rather 

than by exercising strong leadership” (ibid.). These findings are reinforced 

through action research by Parish et al (2010), who described the potential 

fear which exists among some local authorities that a ‘climate of increased 

autonomy’ will lead to schools which do not have a “fair share of students 
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who face multiple challenges and are consequently hard to place” (Parish et 

al 2010: 10). Academisation has resulted in an increased “reluctance to 

accept pupils who might have a negative impact on the school’s results” 

(ibid.). This is to be expected when there is less regulation and involvement 

from local authorities in schools, and more independent and freedom for 

academy trusts.  

 

One of the groups of students they are referring who might have ‘challenges’ 

or who might be perceived as having a negative impact’ on school results or 

a school’s reputation, are those pupils with SEND. I discuss more in-depth 

about SEND and Inclusion in academies in the next section, but in relation to 

admission academies are expected to obey the law in relation to pupils with 

statements or Education, Health and Care Plan (EHCP); if an academy is 

named, they are supposed to take them. It is the right of the parents to name 

the school that they want their pupil to attend. In relation to placements of 

pupils with ‘challenges’ it is important to understand that an academy does 

not have the right to refuse taking a pupil with SEND any more easily than 

maintained schools, but that does not mean academies do not try.  

 

In maintained schools LAs have a responsibility towards the operational 

aspects of the way education is carried out, there are more regimented 

systems of control which in theory benefits students. We constantly get told 

how academisation has brought a greater degree of perceived ‘autonomy’ to 

schools, allowing for improved standards and performance, but what we do 

not hear about is the impact this has on pupils. A report on pupil exclusion, 
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publish by the DfE (2012) describes how academies had a higher rate of 

permanent exclusion than their LA maintained counterparts. Rates for fixed 

period exclusion were also higher in academies. The government’s 

education policy of academisation had made pupil exclusion easier. What is 

missing from this debate, particularly from the government and agencies 

which regulate educational standards such as Ofsted, are the practices in 

place by academies to support vulnerable students.   

 

As a policy of academisation, admission is a relatively under reported area. 

For example, a keyword search on The Guardian’s website between 2019 – 

2017 revealed that, on average, there was only one article published per 

month about admissions. In contrast, within the same time frame, on average 

The Guardian online published 12 articles per month on academies in 

general. It is not because The Guardian have chosen to deliberately exclude 

reporting on admission, but their articles come in response to an issue within 

a school which make national headlines, in many of the cases it is about 

unfair treatment of pupils within catchment areas or schools not having 

places because academy admissions policies are different to state 

maintained-schools.  

 

2.8 Inclusion 

Academisation has allowed market-based ideas to be implemented in 

education through sponsorship and public/private partnerships, which has 

raised questions around educational inclusion. There has been an attempt by 

the government to promote the idea that academies are supporting equality 
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and diversity and being inclusive to all. However, what I have found to be 

lacking in official discussions are the provisions made for special and 

inclusive education for students with special educational needs. If we explore 

data published by the DfE (2018) in the annual academy accounts, Figure 

2.8.1, there is the relative lack of difference, except for free schools, in the 

area of equality and diversity between academies and maintained schools. 

 

Figure 2.8.1 – School census 2017 (DfE 2018: 24) 

 

Lacking from the DfE’s data are the figures on the admissions and inclusion 

rates for students with disabilities and SEN and a breakdown on the 

difference of special provisions provided between primary and secondary. In 

the UK there are considerably fewer academies that are designated for 

children with special educational needs. In the UK, as of January 2019, 

academies only had a total of 340 SEN schools as opposed their state-

maintained counterparts where there are 986. Unfortunately, there is no 

further data available to offer a breakdown of those SEN how many are 
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primary and secondary. The fact that there are fewer Special School 

Academies is not necessarily a bad thing. Local Authorities need to be in 

control of special schools because it the LA who oversee the process and 

outlining EHCP and Statements for pupils with SEND. The problem with 

academies being in control of SEND schools would be their ability to create 

their own admission criteria, as currently the law requires them to take any 

pupil named in an EHCP. EHCPs would become inoperable if the Special 

Schools system became academised. Although this is slowly happening, 

nearly one-third of the total number of SEN schools are now academies, it is 

occurring but with resistance from the SEN lobby. 

 

There is anecdotal evidence which supports claims that academies are 

exclusionary when it comes to students with SEN. In a report, commissioned 

by the National Union of Teachers on SEN provisions, Galton and MacBeath 

(2015) assert that academies are put under increasing pressures from the 

trusts which maintain them, to ensure they remain competitive. Teachers 

who were interviewed describe how they have rejected children who have 

special needs on the basis of the ‘reputational damage’ it can cause to the 

school status. They continue by describing how one headteacher rejected a 

local authority request to establish a Pupil Behaviour Unit in their school, with 

the purpose of providing teachers and educational practitioners a centre to 

‘view and model successful practice’ of SEN provisions, “I had to say no. 

Why should I bring trouble to my school and cause anxiety amongst parents 

and children?” (Galton & MacBeath 2015: 21). In a competitive market, 

where performance and Ofsted results are everything, it is easier to not have 
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pupils who can potentially bring a school’s reputation down, as pupils with 

SEN require “more costly support than other pupils, which detracts from 

schools’ examination performance results” (Liu et al 2019: 6). 

 

A common theme throughout much of the literature on SEN provision in 

academies is the significant impact that academisation has had on 

‘educational trajectories’ in the ways schools interact with SEN and the 

inclusion policies they put into practice. There are some arguments which 

contend there is a connection between the introduction of academies, and 

the practise of academisation, and the provisions available for children with 

special educational needs (for example, Liu et al 2019, Black et al 2019). 

There have been significant changes in SEN provisions available in 

educational settings since academies have been operating, which have 

resulted in a trend of academy schools, sponsored through chains, that “use 

various formal and informal mechanisms to not admit, exclude or move on 

pupils at SEN Support level of SEN” (Black et al 2019: 12). These have been 

made available to academy schools both through the new freedoms and 

autotomy they were afforded under the Academies Act 2010, and through 

the historical changes in the SEN movement. 

 

The term SEN was only brought into educational legality in 1981 under the 

Education Act. It was the first time, for legal purposes, that the government 

had defined it and outlined legal provisions which schools, whether state-

maintained or special schools, were required to follow to support children 

with special educational needs. The 1981 act recognises a SEN child as a 
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child with ‘learning difficulties’, which is further sub-categorised as a child 

with a disability which ‘either prevents or hinders him from making use of 

educational facilities’ (GOV.UK 1981). The 1981 Education Act was 

amended in 1993 and it mandated the Secretary of State for Education to 

outline a SEN Code of Practise, which was introduced in 1994. Tutt and 

Williams (2015) describe the 1994 code as a five-stage model for the 

practice and identification of children with special needs. It was the first time 

that SEN went beyond being just defined in legal terms but also set out 

educational provisions for vulnerable children.  

 

In 2001 the Special Educational Needs and Disabilities Act was introduced to 

amend the Education Act 1996 on provision for disability and SEN. In 

conjunction with the SEN and Disabilities Act (SEND) was an amended SEN 

code of practise, which saw a re-classification in the way SEN and SEND is 

identified with new provisions outlining support available. The original 5 stage 

model was discontinued with three new responses being outlined with 

respect to pupils with SEN (Tutt and Williams 2015; Black et al 2019). The 

three level of SEN became “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” (Black et al 2019: 3).  

 

The 2001 code of practice was the first piece of SEN guidance which 

recognised academies as being potential providers for support to children 

with SEND. A provision was made within the code which stipulated that if 



62 | P a g e  
 

academies are named in a statement “no consent for the placement of a 

child by the Secretary of State is required, so long as the pupil falls within the 

terms generally approved for the school” (DfES 2001: 108). What this means 

in practise is, unlike state-maintained schools, because of the deregulated 

control of academies from local authorities and the greater autonomy afford 

to them under the Education Act 2001, academies were able to reject taking 

children with SEND if they were deemed to not meet their individual criteria, 

which could be different between academies. Two high profile cases were 

reported in the press in 2012 from two of the Conservative Governments 

flagship Academies which were rejecting pupils with SEND. The Learning 

Trusts, which manages the Mossbourne Academy in Hackney said, 

“depending on the terms of the funding agreement between an academy and 

the secretary of state, the academy may not have to admit a child even if the 

school is named in the child's statement” (Harris and Vasagar 2012).  

 

In 2014 landmark reforms were made in the way SEN system operated and 

provided support for children. The coalition government introduced the 

Children and Families Act 2014, which resulted in a new SEN code of 

practice being implemented. This introduction came after the 2010 

Academies Act and the new rating frameworks governing how Ofsted 

conducted inspections. The 2014 Act also came at a time when the 

government were aggressively endorsing academisation and promoting 

ideas of inclusion, social cohesion and equality and diversity within 

academies (Norwich 2014). The new SEN code reduced the levels of SEN 

identification from three to two. Black et al (2019) describe how some 
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children recognised at School Action “no longer identified as having SEN, 

while others with School Action and School Action Plus became identified as 

“SEN Support”. (Black et al 2019: 3). Statements were replaced by 

Education, Health and Care Plans (EHCP).  

 

Black et al’s (2019) research into school composition between 2011 and 

2017 and the changes in proportions of SEN pupils demonstrates there are 

discrepancies between how state-maintained schools operate and their 

academy counterparts. There has been a reclassification of children having 

SEN. The evidence is consistent with “Sponsored Academies being 

particularly keen on re-classifying children with SEN support and removing 

their SEN Support status” (Black et al 2019: 12). These findings are also 

echoed in Liu et al’s (2019) research in which they argue that there has not 

much effect of SEN status of children in converter academies, but 

“sponsored academies the effect was much stronger and obtaining greater 

autonomy resulted in a decrease in the proportion of pupils with SEN 

Support” (Liu et al 2019: 24). This might be because converter academies 

were already rated as good or outstanding prior to their voluntary conversion 

as such, I would imagine they have good practice when it comes to 

implementing SEN strategies. However sponsored academies, who would 

have been forced to convert due to previously being rated as failing, might 

want 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” (Black et al 2019: 12) 
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I would argue that polices within the practice of academisation such as 

admission, inclusion and Ofsted have not received the attention they 

deserve. Other policies, for example, performance, increasing standards, 

management, and curriculum, have received a lot of media attention, and are 

commonly understood ideas associated with academisation, whether good or 

bad. There is a lack of understanding with regards to how academies are 

able to get away with cherry-picking students based on rules set by private 

companies in order to maintain a reputation which ultimately is only in the 

best interest of stake holder and investors who run academy trusts. 

 

2.9 Trojan Horse 

In the last decade of academisation there have been moments which have 

brought the reputation of the academies programme into doubt, one such 

instance was the ‘Trojan Horse’ affair. In 2013 following glowing Ofsted 

reports and soaring exam results, Park View School, in Birmingham, 

voluntarily converted to academy status and was taken on by Park View 

Educational Trust. In early 2014, following the leak of an anonymous letter, 

later dubbed ‘Trojan Horse’, about an active plan by extremists to infiltrate 

the governance structure of schools in Birmingham, Park View Academy was 

put into special measures following an emergency inspection by Ofsted. 

 

The rapid expansion and aggressive academisation of schools, at the centre 

of Gove’s educational reforms, was unregulated. Hands (2015) contends, 

critics of Gove’s reforms ‘pointed to the so-called Trojan Horse controversy in 

Birmingham schools in the summer of 2014 as providing an early indication 
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of potentially dangerous long-term consequences’ of academisation (Hands 

2015: 38). With growing deregulation of local schools it was only a matter of 

time until the ‘freedoms’ afforded to them under academy status would 

become out-of-hand.  

 

Special attention needs to be drawn to the media and their reporting 

throughout ‘Trojan Horse’. Peter Clarke, Education Commissioner for 

Birmingham, describes in his report commissioned by the Government into 

allegations concerning Birmingham schools arising from the ‘Trojan Horse’ 

letter, media reporting ‘began to dominate the news agenda, with regular 

articles detailing alleged incidents and concerns of teachers and parents – in 

particular at the three schools sponsored by the Park View Educational Trust 

and at Oldknow Academy’ (Clarke 2014: 38). The media scrutiny at the time 

was fierce, which does raise the question that had the school not been one 

of Gove’s flagship academy schools, excelling in all areas of performance, 

would it still have received the same level of media scrutiny? 

 

The Trojan Horse scandal, which was widely reported in 2014, is developed 

in further detail in Chapter 5, where I explore the cultural framing of the 

academies programme through the reporting of the event in the media. I will 

analyse the representations of the Academy School at the centre of the 

scandal and explore more of the educational commonsense knowledge that 

has been created around academies. 

 

2.10 2015 onwards 
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In 2015 a Conservative government returned to power and since the general 

election victory the education policy of academies has been evolving. The 

administration suggested there would be a future for the academies 

programme. Cameron announced that by 2022 all schools in England would 

become academies and during the general election campaign Cameron 

proposed that by 2020, 500 new free schools would be introduced. In early 

May 2016, Nicky Morgan was forced to announce a government U-turn over 

making all schools academies. In mid-2016, shortly after the government 

released its white paper, Educational Excellence Everywhere, which 

proposed that all schools were required to become academies by 2022 

(GOV.UK 2016), Nicky Morgan, then Secretary of State for Education, 

publicly announced the bill was to be scrapped. At the same time, the 

Government announced and passed a new bill, the Education and Adoption 

Act 2016, which gave the Department for Education more power to forcibly 

convert schools into academies.  

 

The legislation introduced a new eligibility and route for academisation of 

state-maintained schools. If a school was deemed to be ‘coasting’, although 

not specifically defined in the legislation, the Secretary of State for Education 

could make an order to forcibly convert it. Although Morgan’s other bill 

Educational Excellence Everywhere did not get royal assent, and was 

publicly described as a failure, it was not a setback for the Government. The 

conversion of all schools into academies was a 2015 Conservative election 

promise, and what the Education and Adoption Act 2016 introduced offered 

far more control, allowing the Department of Education to forcibly convert 
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schools. It was another tool which allowed the government to aggressively 

academise state-maintained and so-called failing comprehensives.   

 

The Education and Adoption Act 2016 was one of Nicky Morgan’s last acts. 

In late 2016 Justine Greening assumed the position of Secretary of State for 

Education, following a cabinet reshuffle. In 2016, following the transition from 

Morgan to Greening, there was a considerable rolling back of the discourse 

on forced academisation. In a statement on the introduction of the Technical 

and Further Education Act, Greening wrote: “our ambition remains that all 

schools should benefit from the freedom and autonomy that academy status 

brings”.  

 

Our focus, however, is on building capacity in the system and 

encouraging schools to convert voluntarily. No changes to legislation 

are required for these purposes and therefore we do not require wider 

education legislation in this session to make progress on our 

ambitious education agenda. (Greening 2016)  

 

Although Greening did not pursue an aggressive academisation agenda or 

display a desire to see mass academisation, like Gove and Morgan, she 

followed through with the Government’s technical schools training 

programme, which is enacted in the Technical and Further Education Act 

2017. It is too early to tell but, the Technical Education Act which is the move 

away from traditional academic studies towards more apprentice and skills-

based training, could be the future for education reform and potentially a new 
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route for academies to go if the government wanted to force a new type of 

technical school. 

 

Following the resignation of David Cameron in June 2016, and the 

succession of Theresa May as PM in July 2016, there was significant media 

scrutiny over the future of the academies programme. At the time Theresa 

May publicly advocated for her desire to see grammar schools making a 

return to the education landscape, which sparked media debate, and drew 

criticism and praise from the left and right wing press. Grammar schools 

would later become part of a popular media narrative and educational 

commonsense, I explore and analyse these framings later in Chapter 9. 

There have been more political changes since Theresa May became British 

Prime minister in 2016, notably Boris Johnson taking succeeding as Prime 

Minster from Theresa May and, Justine Greening being replaced by Damian 

Hinds, and then Gavin Williamson as Secretary of State for Education. While 

there many not have been any major legislative amendments or policy 

recommendation which has results as of the changes that occurred since 

2016, what has remained the same was that these politicians have all toed 

the line. Academisation has been framed by the Conservative as a 

programme of success. 

 

2.11 Conclusion 

In this chapter I have presented a way of thinking about what academisation 

means, and some of the key policies which underpin the academies 

programme. In the overall scope of the thesis this chapter provides a context 
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for the study as it has explored the academies programme and importantly 

the changes which have occurred over the last four decades around 

academisation. This feeds into the wider research aim of exploring the 

cultural framing and representation of academisation in the public 

imagination. Throughout this history, what is known and understood about 

academisation and how academies operate has been through an 

understanding of the legal, social policy, and SEND frameworks. I am also 

considering what is missing from the discussion: common-sense knowledge. 

In a Cultural Studies sense, I am questioning the widely dispersed and 

accepted discourse on academisation. Although knowledge exists on 

academisation and the academies programme what cultural knowledge 

exists? In the culture of everyday life how are academies represented? In 

order to explore this further there are keys areas in the history of 

academisation that I focus on further in this thesis. 

 

There are four key periods which are of interest in analysing how the 

academisation debate has been framed in popular media. First, the 

introduction of the Academies Act 2010, the transition period of academies 

from Blair to Gove, and the exploration of how the media covered it at the 

moment it was rebranded. Second, the Birmingham ‘Trojan Horse’ affair, to 

analyse the moral panics present in the press, and what the media response 

to the affair which is still known today in the history of academies. Third, 

framing the future which was the controversial announcement that all schools 

in England would become academies by 2020, which was another political 

step towards forced mass academisation. Fourth, the financial scandals of 
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fraud and mismanagement which have plagued the academies programme 

since 2018.  

 

In the next chapter I introduce the public story so far, which is a discussion 

on which I position this research in the fields of Cultural Studies, media, and 

sociology of education, and importantly an exploration of the existing 

knowledge around the cultural framing of academisation. 
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Chapter 3. The public story so far 
 

3.1 Introduction 

This chapter explores the public story so far in the three disciplines where my 

research is situated: Cultural Studies, Media, and Sociology of Education. 

Within existing literature there is an absence of research into the cultural 

framing of academisation in the public imagination through the lens of 

popular media representations. Researchers have explored the academies 

project, focusing on policy — that is, the understanding of policy enactment 

and the role of policy actors in the processes of academisation. The framing 

of academisation remains an under-researched area. 

 

I begin with a discussion of the research undertaken in the fields of education 

through the lens of media, as a way to frame the way we explore the cultural 

understanding of the academies project and academisation. Following this I 

proceed to explore contemporary ways of viewing the media and 

understanding how it operates and its role in society.  Finally, I move on to 

introducing and discussing understandings in Cultural Studies relevant to this 

research. 

 

3.2 Media and Academies 

In the preceding chapter on the History and Policies of Academisation, I 

examined and discussed at length the origins and contemporary 

understanding of the academies project, and processes of academisation. As 

a part of those discussions I referred to the idea of the media as having the 
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ability to drive, change, influence policy and ways of understanding 

education. In the following section I present some of the existing research on 

the media and education, looking at the academies project specifically, and 

the role of the media in education more generally with parallels being draw to 

the notion of its role in academisation. The lack of media and Cultural 

Studies research on academisation illustrates the need for this research, 

which will generate and contribute new understandings in the fields of 

Cultural Studies and Education. Moreover, unlike current studies around the 

academies project, where the media’s role has been discussed in relation to 

academisation, this research is focused on understanding the cultural 

framing of academisation in the public imagination. 

 

3.2.1 Trojan Horse 

As a sphere for the dissemination of information and public knowledge, 

popular media should be thought of as a space which has the ability of 

sustaining and perpetuating cultures, such as a culture of academisation. 

One story which dominated media discussions of academies for a period of 

time was the Trojan Horse affair, an alleged Islamist plot to take over a free 

school in Birmingham. The Trojan Horse scandal was a high-profile event in 

the recent history of academisation, it was a key moment in how a culture of 

academisation has been circulated, in Chapter 8 I present my analysis and 

discussion on framing which existed in popular media and representations of 

the scandal and the legacies which followed.  
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How the Trojan Horse affair has been represented and what meanings have 

been attributed to academisation still remain relatively unexplored. I argue 

here that the Trojan Horse affair was high profile enough that the ideas, 

meanings and messages which emerged at the time of the story are still 

present when academisation is reported in the media.  

 

Awan (2018) undertook a qualitative investigation into the impact of the 

Trojan Horse scandal on Muslim communities in Birmingham. He sought to 

understand the extent to which the scandal impacted upon communities in 

general and the ways in which children and parents interacted with education 

following the scandal. An interesting area within his research was the 

exploration of the role of the media in the scandal, questioning, “how had the 

media and political portrayal of Trojan Horse impacted upon communities in 

Birmingham?” (Awan 2018: 202).  

 

Awan (2018) describes how “a number of the parents and children … felt that 

the media portrayal and the use of sensationalist headlines had depicted 

them as would-be terrorists” (Awan 2018: 208). The tone of the media thus 

conveniently reinforced a narrative which the Government needed in order to 

pursue the changes it desired. Although Park View School was already an 

academy at the time, under the management of Park View Educational Trust, 

media reporting of the school - especially with regards to its otherness as a 

Muslim faith school - was found to be pushing the agenda of mistrust and 

danger. Abbas (2017) describes how the media and political discourse 

projected narratives around the Trojan Horse as a ‘moral panic’ (Abbas 
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2017: 421), which reversed Labour’s policy that saw faith, Abbas argues, as 

a ‘catalyst for social cohesion’ (ibid). 

 

Awan (2018) references Abbas’ research contending that while Ofsted 

uncovered problems in the management of Park View School and their 

Educational Trust, “the media and politicians decided to use extremism as a 

key part of the narrative that was stigmatising the Muslim community of 

Birmingham” (Awan 2018: 204). In the history of academisation the Trojan 

Horse plot was a big public scandal due to the nature of how the academies 

programme was being run. Awan (2018) touched on the media’s part in 

helping to create a bigger picture of the changing narrative of Muslims in 

Birmingham and the growing interaction the public have with the educational 

system in predominately Muslim communities in England. Although what was 

not discussed or addressed by Awan was how Trojan Horse was mobilised 

as a means of representing academisation or the Muslim communities 

involved in education. 

 

3.2.2 Social Media 

Awan’s (2018) research offered insight into the role of media and political 

discourse in the construction and perpetuation of specific ideological 

narratives and moral panics around the Trojan Horse scandal, one moment 

in history that has shaped discussions around academisation. Francis (2015) 

explored some of the discourses supporting the debates around 

academisation and the academies programme in England. Her analysis 

attended to the ways in which groups, organisations, and individuals have 
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sought to use “public consultation exercises by engagement with, and 

mobilisation of, policy rhetoric” in order to promote narratives around 

academisation (Francis 2015: 439). 

 

As part of her analysis, Francis (2015) contends that tools such as social 

media have increased as spaces for the public discussion of the academies 

programme. Describing how, in processes of policy making, we, as 

consumers and individuals, are removed from how decisions are organised. 

We participate and are involved in the mobilisation of ‘discursive trends’ 

more than we know. Francis supports this through her analysis of declared 

submissions to the Academies Commission and draws attention to the 

‘public discussion’ elements in which we participate in education debates, via 

social media such as Twitter and Facebook. Social media offers “individual 

actors the opportunity to bring certain narratives to the fore. These narratives 

may or may not be successful in persuading the specific audience; however, 

they have effect via their perpetuation of certain discourses and 

representations, and their silencing of others.” (Francis 2015: 448). 

 

As a medium within popular media, social media are used by audiences to 

create a public discussion on the Academies project, and also by what might 

be described as ‘policy-makers’, but also individuals who are embedded or 

have an interest in Academisation, such as Headteachers or trade union 

reps. As Francis argues, they are able to use these tools to “actively promote 

particular ideas which might not otherwise gain traction” (Francis 2015: 448).  
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Although Francis’s focus was on written submissions to the Academies 

Commission, her commentary and thoughts on how individuals, groups, and 

organisations actively interact and participate in public debates is significant. 

Social media offers new modalities in the ways in which academisation is 

understood, and a space that “further questions about agency, and about the 

potential individual and/or collective shaping of narratives that bear power in 

positioning others and social phenomena” and therefore should be the focus 

of further research (Francis 2015: 449). Although Francis was commenting 

further research in field of education policy, the analysis of social media is 

still valuable, which is why I have included social media as part of my data. I 

discuss this further in Chapter 5, in the way this researched was designed 

and the rationale for my data collection.  

 

3.2.3 Media and the newspaper effect 

The role of the media in influencing and impacting education policy has been 

acknowledged for a while (Anderson 2007), which is why Baxter (2014) 

sought to examine media reporting of Ofsted, the education inspectorate in 

the UK, to understand the ways in which it is used to frame debates on the 

Academies project. Baxter contends that during the period the Coalition 

Government were in power in 2010, the media became a tool used to 

evaluate Ofsted and its involvement in fulfilling the government’s agenda. 

This, Baxter argues, raised questions around the “the extent to which its 

judgements can be said to be impartial” (Baxter 2014: 1).  
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In 2014, the Academies project fell under the remit of Nicky Morgan, who 

had taken over the position of Secretary of State for Education from Michael 

Gove, the original architect of the Academies Act. It was during her time as 

SoS that the rhetoric and practices around Academisation became 

aggressive: Morgan even announced that all schools had to become 

Academies by 2020. In a previous research project undertaken as part of a 

Master’s degree on the media reporting of Free Schools (Mozaffari 2014) I 

found that the DfE and Ofsted, among other organisations, were widely cited 

as credible sources which voiced the necessity for the mass academisation 

of schools.  

 

My research builds on two areas of Baxter’s research on the Academies 

project: “how the media shape their coverage in order to appeal to the public” 

and an understanding of the news values used by newspapers, or legacy 

media as she describes it, in an attempt to change the ways in which makes 

news more “acceptable and persuasive to the public” (Baxter 2014: 1). 

Although her analysis is limited to newspapers, she notes that the arrival of 

alternative and social media has changed the ways in which the audience 

and media interact, which produces new opportunities for audience 

participation in the framing of knowledge, e.g. online comment sections, 

Twitter replies, etc. 

 

Baxter’s analysis illustrates how different audience readerships are a factor 

in the ways in which news is produced. The Times for example utilised, what 

Baxter described as ‘common sense arguments’ as part of a wider debate 
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into the notion of “good and poor standards in Education” (Baxter 2014: 18). 

In Cultural Studies the notion of common sense refers to the notion of “the 

lived culture of a particular class or social group” (Johnson 1979: 233) and 

also the ideas of “what goes without saying in any given cultural context” 

(Morley 2015: 23).  

 

Although what goes without saying makes common sense conclusions seem 

obvious in any situation, it still plays a decisive role in creating the limits of 

what can be thought and how we comprehend ideas. Our task, Morley 

argues, should be to both question and explore the forms that ‘common 

sense’ might take, so that those of us who do not agree with it might make it 

‘uncommon’ (Morley 2015: 28). In this respect it is better to ‘defamiliarise’ the 

taken-for-granted ideas rather than add them to any conventional accounts 

within any culture. Later in this chapter I discuss the notion of commonsense 

more and explore the role of the media in creating and sustaining an 

‘educational commonsense’ of Academisation. 

 

Although Baxter explored the Academies project through the lens of Ofsted 

to understand wider issues within education policy enactment and media 

influence, her employment of ‘common sense’ as a divisive tool in her 

analysis of newspaper reporting, adds a Cultural Studies dimension to her 

research.  

 

The Times was not the only newspaper framing Ofsted via a commonsense 

approach. The Telegraph utilised it by locating academies within the “range 
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of cultural and social identifications,’ of its readership … it draws heavily on 

the Labour instigated notion of academies as transformers of failing schools 

in difficult areas” (Baxter 2014: 20). The Guardian a ‘left-wing’ newspaper 

according to Baxter, framed the Academies debate in terms of “society and 

achievement of parity within educational provision” placing Ofsted as the 

“defenders of the educational establishment and parental rights” (Baxter 

2014: 23). What we know from Baxter’s research further reinforces some of 

the ways in which newspapers have been classified according to the 

readership and political orientation. Techniques such as a ‘common sense’ 

approach in news coverage can significantly alter the ways in which 

audiences come to comprehend and understand individual issues. 

 

Baxter’s (2014) critical focus on Ofsted and its framing of the Academies 

project in news media is not too dissimilar to my research. I build on Baxter’s 

analysis by exploring the cultural framing of academisation through popular 

media representations, rather than exclusively analysing newspaper 

reporting of Ofsted as one voice framing the academies debates. Part of this 

questions how the perceived agency of voices in media reporting can change 

the way academisation is understood in the public imagination. In addition to 

analysing what common sense narratives are present in the representations 

of academisation, and how these commonsense ideas have contributed to 

the formation of lived culture of academisation.  
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3.2.4 Mediatised free schools 

The changes which have occurred since the introduction of the Academies 

Act in 2010 have created in a shift in the educational landscapes in the UK. 

These have resulted in new educational precedents that advanced the 

national educational agenda on academisation. However, the influence from 

international education programmes should not be forgotten. One such 

example of an influential model is that of Sweden and its style of education. 

The media would have us believe that free schools in England were 

modelled on this. From 2010, it was widely reported through the media that 

Sweden’s education system was one of the best in Europe, and that this was 

because it was based on a free school style. This fact was picked up by 

politicians at the time, and (re)reported in news. In several speeches Michael 

Gove, the architect of the Academies Act and then Secretary of State for 

Education, widely praised and advocated for the ‘Swedish style” free schools 

in the UK. 

 

… questions have already been raised over funding for the schools, 

with claims that cash set aside for the poorest children in England 

may be raided. Mr Gove said: "All the academic evidence from 

Sweden shows that more free schools mean higher standards.” - (The 

Telegraph 23rd June 2010) 
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Over a fifth of Swedish schools are now non-selective, highly-

autonomous, state Free Schools. Academic studies confirm that 

pupils at these schools get better results than pupils at traditional 

schools. - Michael Gove (DfE 2011)  

 

There is significance in understanding the international element of free 

schools because the public debates on these were happening around the 

same time as academisation. This, then, influenced the marketisation of 

education. In some respects, academies were in fact the forerunners for free 

schools, but the media had, several years prior to the initiative, been rolling 

out to this different perspective into the debate as one of educational 

‘common sense’.  

 

Rönnberg (2015) explored how Sweden and the Swedish education model of 

free schools have been framed and portrayed in the UK media, focusing on 

how their representations changed as the education model came to the UK, 

in what she described as education retailing. Rönnberg analysis takes into 

consideration the media framing and representations of the Swedish model, 

adding to the existing public story on academisation and the academies 

project. 

 

As part of the analysis of media framing, Rönnberg presents a classification 

for newspapers which is used to justify the approach she takes during the 

research. She explored the media through its content, style of reporting and 
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readership, presenting a comprehensible view on print media. Rönnberg 

suggest a three-tier categorisation for print media:  

 

1) broadsheets, with quality papers such as The Guardian, Daily 

Telegraph and Times;  

2) mid-market tabloids, such as the Daily Express and Daily Mail; 

3) popular tabloids like the Daily Mirror, Star and Sun. 

(Rönnberg 2015: 552) 

 

Through her analysis, Rönnberg detailed how, in pre-2010 print media, there 

was much opposition to the notion of the UK adopting the Swedish style of 

free schools. Media framing at the time was less focused on the response 

from political parties, as Rönnberg highlights “early material tended to display 

an amazed, but not yet overly critical, image of the Swedish free school 

model. Several articles appeared curious about it” (Rönnberg 2015: 554). 

Certain policy-based issues, related to academies, at this stage led to some 

oppositional framing of the Swedish educational model. 

 

The 2010 election campaign, which ultimately saw the formation of a 

Conservative/Liberal coalition, created an educational battle for free schools 

and the Swedish education experience in media debates. As the election 

loomed, this debate became more intense. Rönnberg asserts how “the closer 

to the general election, the more polarized was the treatment of the Tory free 

school model” with Gove having to regularly defend his Swedish approach 

(Rönnberg 2015: 555).  
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In a period of two years preceding the General election in 2010, Rönnberg’s 

analysis showed that media “coverage contained far fewer positive 

statements” with reporting favouring the “Swedish decline in international and 

national test rankings” (Rönnberg 2015: 556). The continued media 

opposition to Tory free schools created a new frame for the academies 

project, one which was based on educational comparison. Rönnberg 

highlights that the introduction of the narrative that there was a decline of 

Swedish academic excellence by the media was a means to oppose Gove’s 

advocacy for free schools. This  was the establishment of a ‘common sense’ 

argument: that is, that this style of education is not better state schools — an 

argument not previously made in other research.  

 

The final period of Rönnberg’s research, 2012 – 2014, revealed several 

themes in news coverage: the decline of free schools in Sweden; the for-

profit nature of schools creating a competitive educational market for sale; 

and the decline of standards through the employment of non-qualified 

teachers. These themes, Rönnberg argues, contributed to the disappearance 

of Sweden from political rhetoric on free schools.  What’s interesting from 

Rönnberg’s analysis is how over the span of nearly four-years the framing of 

free schools did not significantly change in print media. Although there was 

political support for it by the Conservatives, newspaper coverage over the 

course of the study did not waver in their opposition. The response by print 

media to political such as Michael Gove can be characterised as positively 
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framing the debate. However, the framing was mixed with a commonsense 

which created representations that opposed free schools. 

 

3.3 Media in Education 

Over the last decade, academisation has been a Conservative party policy 

which has changed the educational landscape significantly, as I’ve discussed 

in Chapter 2. So far, my discussions in this chapter have been around the 

involvement of the media in the framing of the academies project, with 

studies exploring the representations and framing of individual policies and 

issues within academisation. Academisation is contextual to the UK; however 

in the global education sphere there have been radical education reforms 

which share similarities with Academisation, for example teaching reforms.  

 

Since the framing of academisation in the UK is under researched, there are 

limited understandings of popular media representations. In the wider public 

story so far though, it is important that we account for the role of the media in 

education more generally. In the following sections I explore research in the 

disciplines of the cultural politics of education and the sociology of education, 

with the focus on media involvement in education. 

 

3.3.1 Media impact in global Media 

In American media, Ulmer (2016) conducted a framing analysis of teacher 

performance and explored the perception of teaching quality as a national 

crisis. This theme shares similarity with the Academies project. One of the 

issues used to defend the need for mass academisation of schools has been 
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the decline in so called teaching standards and performance (Gorard 2005; 

2009). 

 

 In selected media, Ulmer identified how media-based actions “created and 

perpetuated a discourse of professional inadequacy” (Ulmer 2016: 43). 

Noting how media produced non-traditional frames of teaching to sustain 

counter narratives of teachers to ‘de-construct’ metanarratives. 

 

In Cultural Studies a metanarrative can be readily understood as a “global or 

totalizing cultural narrative schema which orders and explains knowledge 

and experience” (Stephens and McCallum 1998: 6). Metanarratives are the 

‘official’ or grand narratives about other narratives, which often overarch and 

explain other narratives (Peters and Lankshear 1996: 2). Metanarratives are 

a collection of smaller narratives in an existing cultural narrative. In the case 

of academisation, for example, a metanarrative might be that they 

outperform state schools. Contained within this could be a narrative on 

higher Ofsted results across academy schools, academies producing higher 

exam results than the sector, and other such narratives. Counter narratives 

are self-explanatory in the sense that they occur in order to oppose existing 

metanarratives, or what might be recognised as the ‘official’ narrative. 

 

Metanarratives can both “supply the structure for individual narratives and 

the criteria for perception and appreciation by which sense is made of that 

structure” (Stephens and McCallum 1998: 6). They further explain that within 

the social world this is why ideas ‘seem self-evident’. Metanarratives facilitate 
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the construction of ‘common sense’ arguments, which in the culture of 

everyday life have the ability to alter how we interact and understand ‘official’ 

or taken for granted knowledge, even if they challenge our lived experiences. 

 

All narratives, especially the meta-, are subject to change and (re)production 

as they exist within all cultural spaces as the perceived ‘official’ story. When 

the new meta- becomes ‘incompatible’ with the older meta- the outcome can 

be a moment of cultural crisis (Stephens and McCallum 1998: 9). Stephens 

and McCallum argue that one key component in practices and processes of 

modification is the “register which a reteller selects as the ground for her or 

his discourse” (ibid.: 10).  One such ‘reteller’ where this would be able to 

occur, and not be questioned because it would have a legitimate presence, is 

the media. As a system for the construction, dissemination, and critique of 

stories, the media has the capacity to produce metanarrative. In the growing 

digital age, with new cultural space that facilitate popular discussion, such as 

Facebook and Twitter, the media can perpetuate and sustain a new meta-. 

The study of new stories and narratives is the subject of Ulmer’s (2016) 

research, and something which I consider in my study of the cultural framing 

of academisation. 

 

Ulmer described how in education there was a metanarrative of a crisis. Print 

media identified issues related to teaching standards and quality and 

newspapers published over 6000 teachers’ scores which were searchable. 

Ulmer contends the release of information relating to a teacher’s 

performance created a ‘discourse of inadequacy’ (Ulmer 2016: 45). It is this 
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discourse of inadequacy that facilities the construction of a new meta- 

because as Ulmer argues if the question of “teacher (in)effectiveness were 

not already perceived to be of widespread concern, then it would be 

unnecessary for the newspaper to provide this type of information” (Ulmer 

2016: 46). 

 

Although in the UK we do not have a system to attribute a grade value to 

teacher performance, what we do have are searchable Ofsted grades in the 

public domain and league tables based on school results. In the case of 

academies project, what is of interest to this research is identifying 

metanarratives of Ofsted and how they may have contributed to the cultural 

framing of academisation. 

 

The findings from Ulmer’s framing and meta- analysis support aspects of 

Francis’ (2015) research with respect to social media platforms. Ulmer 

contends social media platforms, such as Facebook, Twitter, and blogs, are 

collaborative spaces which, in the case of teacher performance, not only 

allowed for “negative metanarratives but also provide productive ground for 

democratic expansion of voice and counter-narrative(s)” (Ulmer 2016: 51). 

Online platforms, in particular, facilitate discussions to occur which are able 

to challenge existing narratives and allow for the reframing of public 

perceptions.   

 

 

3.3.2 Mediated education 
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In an early study of media coverage in education reforms in Australia, 

Blackmore and Thorpe (2003) researched daily print media spanning one 

year, analysing representations occurring in the media, and the various 

modalities through which education is mediated. Their research is 

significantly education policy based. However, similar to other studies I have 

discussed as part of the public story so far (Anderson 2007; Baxter 2014; 

Francis 2015; Rönnberg 2015) Blackmore and Thorpe (2003) offer 

interesting insights into media in education more generally, exploring its role 

in producing and sustain representations. 

 

Blackmore and Thorpe conceptualise different ways in which representations 

of education are mediated. They suggest that when it comes to processes 

and practices of schooling there are groups with interests in education that 

use the media. The mediation process of education is fed from and into 

“media representations, public perceptions and community understandings” 

(Blackmore and Thorpe: 577), all of which have an effect on the cultural 

understanding of education. 

 

Central themes in their discussion were the role of government, schools, and 

parents in the process of mediating education. The government, although 

contextual to Australia, are a mode, Blackmore and Thorpe argue, of 

“manufacturing public consent” for policies and ideas and use the media as 

tool to gauge public opinion and judge responses (Blackmore and Thorpe 

2003: 593). In policy and narrative creation, the media offers cultural spaces 

through which government can more easily than ever before interact with the 
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public, thanks to the rise in social media. These spaces can prove critical to 

managing and sustaining representations of education reforms.  

 

In the case of reforms in Australia, Blackmore and Thorpe’s analysis showed 

the media created themes of schools around notions of “uncertainty and fear, 

shifted priorities, and encouraged a lack of openness and fabrication” (2003: 

593). Similarly, for parents, the media constructed narratives which situated 

them as consumers of education. In the construction of teacher identities, 

media representation impacted on their lived experiences and “interpersonal 

relations with their families, friends and the community” (ibid.: 582). The 

authors indicate that although individuals, who consume information through 

the media, maintain a level of agency the media as a cultural space is a 

“contested and relatively autonomous domain” (ibid.: 594). As such, 

consumers who interact with the media, remain vulnerable to the instability 

and unpredictability of mediated narratives around education.  

 

Blackmore and Thorpe raise valuable questions that have contributed to the 

direction my research has taken. Similar to other studies of education policy, 

theirs explored the duality of the media and its ability to mediate policy to the 

public. The problem with their research from a Cultural Studies perspective is 

their similarity to other research in the policy field, and the desire to answer 

questions around implementation, enactment, and translation. Questions 

such as: how can policy be implemented? How do actors frame public 

opinion? How has the media been a willing participant in policy construction? 

Their contributions to the field, and others like it, have influenced my 
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research with respect to the necessity for the study of Academisation and the 

cultural framing which existing in the public imagination. The field of 

education policy alone can only answer some of our questions, and we must 

use other disciplines – such as cultural theory – in order to explore further.  

 

Academisation needs to be investigated, understood and explained. 

Considering it has presented radical and new systemic changes in the 

educational landscape in the UK, it is not enough to just focus on how this 

policy has been mediated. As a new model that has subverted our education 

system, we must ask not only what we know of it, but what do we not know 

about it. What are we not being told by sources of so-called trusted 

information, popular media? How has our agency been challenged by new 

modes of popular media through the representation of Academisation? This 

is where my research will advance the current field and contribute to new 

understanding of the academies project and academisation in the Cultural 

Studies of education. 

 

3.3 Media and common sense 

I have briefly talked about the notion of common sense with respect to the 

media. Here I elaborate on the notion of common sense further with a 

discussion on the creation of an educational commonsense, and how this 

concept is relevant to my research. 

 

The concept of ‘common sense’ stems from Gramsci and his work on 

communication related practices, which sought to understand and develop 
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the links between language, culture and society. Common sense, as I 

described earlier, can more easily be understood as an idea or message that 

‘goes without saying’ in any cultural context (Morley 2015). However, the 

practice of how a commonsense idea or message is delivered and sustained 

is complex, as it requires an understanding of culture and cultural practice. 

 

Johnson (2007) references Gramsci’s work, in particular the Philosophy of 

Praxis (1971), as seminal work which has transformed the concept of 

‘common sense’ and the ways in which we understand and interact with it. It 

comprises forms of “consciousness that are so tied up with physical and 

mental labour and local sociability that they are hard to disembed, even 

conceptually” (Johnson 2007: 99). This perspective takes away our sense of 

agency, almost clarifying it as a perception. The notion of consciousness, our 

awareness of our thoughts, experiences, feeling and even environment, are 

so ingrained in social practices and can no longer be defined without the 

events that construct them. Briziarelli and Karikari (2016) add to Gramsci’s 

notion, suggesting that common sense is a practical approach to “aspects of 

consciousness because it indicates the concrete, unorganized, and 

contradictory way in which people understand and act upon the world” 

(Briziarelli and Karikari 2016: 6).  

 

My approach to understanding commonsense takes into consideration that it 

is more than just a way of life, or a taken-for-granted fact. It is an approach to 

exploring, not simply what we do not know, but rather how what we are being 

told/have been told, has been constructed, the extent to which the ideas we 
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believe to be true are not actually our ideas. Johnson asserts that 

commonsense “marks the most concrete moments in circuits of culture” 

(Johnson 2007: 99). Circuits of culture can be better understood as a way of 

analysing cultural processes from different perspectives. Developed by 

Johnson (1983), the model for a circuit of culture represents different stages 

in “the production, circulation and consumption of cultural products” (Johnson 

1983: 46). I discuss circuits of culture in more detail later in this chapter 

(section 3.5). 

 

In the Philosophy of Praxis, Gramsci describes how ‘common sense’ can be 

considered a “chaotic aggregate of disparate conceptions, and one can find 

there anything that one likes” (Hoare and Smith: 772) and a “uncritical and 

largely unconscious way of perceiving and understanding the world that has 

become common” (ibid.: 625). Gramsci’s ways of understanding what is 

‘common sense’ illustrates the pragmatic, and problematic, challenges which 

are associated with what can be understood as ‘common’ and I would argue 

how narratives, and ways of viewing the world, can become ‘common sense’. 

 

Common sense ideas, or taken for granted facts, play a role in the way 

individuals are guided to understanding a particular narrative. They affect the 

thoughts and behaviours of individuals. Zou et al (2009) argue that there is a 

link between the theoretical concept of common sense and agency. They 

offer their own definition of commonsense, one which is the “analogously, 

perceptions of broader societal or cultural consensus”, suggesting that it is 

an underappreciated “mechanism through which received cultural patterns 
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are reproduced in people’s cognitions and actions, even when they hold 

personal beliefs to the contrary” (Zou et al.: 580).  

 

The reason why I have discussed the concept of commonsense in such 

detail is because it is largely underappreciated within existing research. The 

role of commonsense in the formation of ideas and the impact it has on an 

individual’s agency, through its ability to guide thoughts and behaviour, 

deserves exploration. Existing research which has explored the role, 

influence, and impact of the media in various different studies on the 

academies project and policy research in education, have neglected the 

presence of commonsense. Where this research is different to current 

literature in the field is that I embed the practice of common sense making as 

a part of my analysis exploring what ‘common sense’ ideas and messages 

have been produced and circulated in order to frame the debate on 

academisation. 

 

3.3.1 Educational commonsense and the media 

The creation of a commonsense idea is a process which leads to the way of 

understanding current narratives, and in some instances, it can create new 

metanarratives. Commonsense should not be viewed from the perspective of 

the ideas that are produced, rather as a practice for creating, strengthening, 

and modifying new and existing ideas. Johnson (2007) argues that common 

sense is neither good nor bad, right or wrong, rather “like a way of life, it is a 

space of diversity and difference, but also of contradictory beliefs, of 

sedimentations from past hegemonies, of a certain practical realism or 



94 | P a g e  
 

fatalism, but also surprising intimations of a different future” (Johnson 2007: 

100).  

 

At this juncture I want to clarify what I mean when I describe the term 

‘commonsense’ and ‘common sense’. ‘Commonsense’ in this iteration is 

used to describe it in its Cultural Studies sense. ‘Common sense’ here is 

when I am referring it in its everyday meaning. What can be understood from 

Johnson’s conception of ‘commonsense’ illustrates a different way of 

viewing, understanding, and analysing ideologies and taken for granted 

beliefs. Distancing ourselves from a position whereby popular beliefs need to 

be judged with respect to their effect, allows us to get to understand the lived 

contexts through which different social groups interact with common sense 

understandings. If we apply this in the context of education, for example, 

there is different conception in the ways through which we interact with 

popular beliefs around schooling.  

 

Ofsted is one of the most common ways in which schooling is judged and 

rated, i.e. it is through the publication of Ofsted reports that it is generally 

decided the rating of what makes a ‘good’ or ‘bad’ school. Their reports on 

schools are in the public domain: all it takes is a google search and 

information on the performance, management, learning, assessments, 

behaviour, and outcomes of children are readily available, allowing 

consumers of education to judge a school based on an inspection. However, 

I suggest that the reputation of a school does not rely solely on Ofsted; after 
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all one of the reasons for becoming an academy is the change in educational 

governance, a shortcut almost to reputational change.  

 

I would argue that Ofsted’s contribution to sustaining or creating common 

sense is minimal, as their reports are focused on individual schools rather 

than the wider context of education. Educational consumers interact with 

Ofsted’s grading of what it means to be an outstanding or good school, but 

the other mechanism contributing to taken-for-granted knowledge on 

education is the media. It is through the reporting on education issues that 

the media are able to sustain taken-for-granted knowledge. Moreover, the 

media’s involvement in educational reporting, I contend, has created an 

‘educational commonsense’.  

 

‘Educational commonsense’ takes what we know and understand from the 

Cultural Studies concept of ‘commonsense’ and applies it to the popular 

commonly-held beliefs surrounding the education system. This sub-concept 

is a practical tool which can applied within this research as it allows for a 

questioning of the taken-for-granted educational knowledge which 

contributes to the cultural framing of academisation. Utilising Johnson’s 

(2007) notion that common sense is neither good nor bad, means we can 

move away from an analysis focused on how academisation has been 

reported and a move towards the framing of academies in the public 

imagination. It should be noted that as a concept ‘educational commonsense’ 

does not exist in current literature, rather commonsense from a hegemonic 

perspective, as I have discussed, exists, and commonsense and its interplay 
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with media is the closest set of ideas to a sub-concept within commonsense. 

As such my research adds a new conception of educational commonsense 

to the existing body of work. 

 

It has been noted that the media play an important role in the way commonly 

held beliefs enter into the culture of everyday life. Briziarelli and Karikari 

(2016), citing Gramsci, considers journalism a social sphere, and a cultural 

site, through which “ideological struggle for an alternative common sense in 

a given national community became particularly crucial” (Briziarelli and 

Karikari 2016: 8). They comment further that the press has a vital function to 

play in order to ‘expose oppression’, which we could more readily understand 

as reporting on issues which move beyond social class. However, in order to 

change ‘common sense’ through the media it requires more than simply the 

reporting of issues, it “required an “integral” kind of journalism” (ibid.)  

 

Integral journalism, Briziarelli and Karikari (2016: 8) suggest, represent a 

“tool for social, cultural, and political policy” seeking to “satisfy the needs of 

its audience as well as to develop them in pedagogical terms. In this way 

integral journalism places the emphasis on the journalist as a social agent of 

change, whose role is to educate their audience and challenge existing 

popular beliefs.  

 

The problem with this view of common-sense assumption that reporting not 

challenging popular beliefs is a result of journalistic behaviour. Rather, in 
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many instances it is more likely because of editorial decisions made by 

media institutions that taken-for-granted ideas are not challenged 

 

News organisations in the UK operate according to their readership, creating 

various reporting styles that are ideologically and politically different, which 

can draw criticism on the way news is reported (Burgess and Carvalho 

2005). The differences in UK media should be embraced during an analysis 

of cultural framing because it is too easy to be trapped into an analysis which 

questions the validly or legitimacy of a media frame on academies, rather 

than focusing on its cultural reification in the public imagination. 

 

3.4 Media 

There is a connection between the ways in which audiences receive 

information and how they come to understand the educational landscape, 

which has been shaped in part because of the media. Devices such as 

counter and meta-narrative, and the creation of common sense arguments 

have been found to be present in news reporting. In the case of the 

academies project and processes of academisation, although there is not a 

substantive body of work in the area, the involvement of the media is still 

present in the way taken-for-granted knowledge is received by audiences.   

 

In the following section I discuss some of the current ways in of 

understanding the media, exploring literature on some of the alternatives 

shaping the new media landscape such as Twitter and social media. After 

this, I move on to key literature on the media and cultural framing. As this 
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study is concerned with the cultural framing of academisation in the public 

imagination through an exploration into popular media representations, it is 

necessary that there is an understanding of the media. 

 

3.4.1 Media landscapes 

 

The media has a complex identity, encompassing a plethora of different 

platforms, and definitions to understanding its practice. Fenton (2009) 

hypothesised a way of understanding ‘the media’ categorising them 

according to their different formats. Fenton broke down the media into old 

and new systems; television, newspapers, radio, social media, blogs, and set 

about exploring the changes that have occurred between them. Grossberg et 

al (2006) note a distinction in the classification of the media highlighting that 

“medium is the singular, and media the plural” (Grossberg et al 2006: 8). 

Television, radio, and newspapers are mediums, the media are responsible 

for the communication of information. As a part of this research - into the 

cultural framing of academisation in the public imagination through popular 

media representations – the term popular media is referring to those 

organisations and institutions that are popular by way of audience 

interactions on a daily basis.  

 

Grossberg et al (2006) further outline a way to categorise the media, 

outlining an approach that according to the “geography or type of social 

relationships they are designed to construct or used to support” (Grossberg 

et al 2006: 8). They argue the media can be categorised in two main ways, 
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interpersonal media and mass media. Interpersonal media is one-on-one 

communication, whereby the communicator has control over who is in the 

audience. In contrast, mass media facilitate the transmission and 

dissemination of information from a single source to a wide audience, 

whereby the sender has “little power to select and little likelihood of knowing 

much about the audience” (ibid.) 

 

Their conceptualisations of the media add categories and dimensions in the 

way the media can be understood. However, this is an over simplistic way of 

understanding what the media is, because it does not take into consideration 

the breadth and range of mediums of media. Thornton (1995), who studies 

media sub-cultures, conceptualised a way of understanding the media 

according to different mediums. Rather than grouping the media by methods 

of communication, e.g. interpersonal media and mass media, she developed 

three primary categories ‘mass media’, ‘micro-media’, and ‘niche media’ 

comprising of the range of different media types and formats (Thornton 1995: 

121- 151).   

 

‘Mass media’ is comprised of media which has a ‘global’ or mass reach, 

formats that have high circulation figures (e.g. print, broadcast, online, radio). 

Mass media about education for example could be features in daily 

newspapers or online pieces featured on major news organisations such as 

the BBC and the online newspapers.  ‘Micro media’ is an array of media that 

typically have low circulation and narrowly target a specific audience (e.g. 

magazines, pirate radio, internet archives). The Times Educational 
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Supplement (TES) and archives of Teachers TV for example could be 

categorised as micro media, because they are generally read by working 

professionals in the education sector and those interested in education. 

 

‘Niche media’ is more for the specialized audiences but it also operates 

through interaction with consumers (e.g. magazines, social media, forums). 

In practise niche education media can be conceived as newsletters and 

magazines published by teachers’ unions, specifically targeting teachers 

(e.g. NEU, NASUWT). In an age of new social media (e.g. blogs, twitter, 

forums), niche media has to take into account the specialism of these 

mediums. Blogs have been written by teachers commenting on education 

issues, and teachers alike can be found tweeting from personal Twitter 

accounts on education issues providing a new dimension to comprehending 

educational issues missed out in mass media. 

 

In each understanding of the media and mediums associated with them, it is 

important to note that in the growing digital age, and relatively recent rise in 

social media, cultural spaces such as Twitter and Facebook should not be 

forgotten. Online spaces are ground for the transference of news and ideas 

and a space for the promotion of news through official news media channels. 

Oravec (2003) describes how weblogs or ‘blogs’ are emerging to become 

online vehicles for the dissemination of information. The media landscape is 

constantly changing, Deuze (2007) argues that it is only through technology 

that the media can exist, media have come to be part of “people’s daily lives” 

facilitated by the proliferation of technology (Deuze 2007: 13). Within our 



101 | P a g e  
 

everyday lives, and daily interactions, the media are key producers of 

narratives, that are capable of “influencing public perceptions of a ‘reality’ 

beyond their border” (Macdonald 2003: 1). One of the ways the media are 

able to influence public perceptions is through the way representations are 

framed in news reporting. 

 

These discussion and ways of thinking about and defining popular media 

informed the choices and rationalities which underpinned what data I 

collected and analysed. In Chapter 5, my methodology, I outline and discuss 

further which areas of popular media I have focussed on. 

 

3.4.2 Media framing 

At the centre of this research is the cultural framing of academisation in the 

public imagination through popular media representations. As such it is 

important to develop an understanding of the ways through which 

representation has been studied and its applications in existing research in 

the field of media and Cultural Studies. In Chapter 4, Cultural Studies and 

the Study of Culture, I present a more in-depth discussion on the theoretical 

and conceptual dimensions of representation.  

 

When it comes to the role of the media in the framing processes, Entman 

(2010) suggests that when the “media shape what people think about, they 

must logically influence what people think – i.e. their attitudes as just defined” 

(Entman 2010: 392). This way of thinking about how the media select frames 

to portray through reporting supports existing literature on the ways through 
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the media operate to represent and influence common sense narratives and 

popular beliefs. Entman (2010) continues by arguing that “external influence 

over ‘what people think’ derives from telling them ‘what to think about’” (ibid.) 

 

Later, Ulmer (2016) further suggested that framing theory is a “conceptual 

framework within communication studies that investigates how the media 

operationalizes discursive issues” (Ulmer 2016: 45). The process of framing 

requires the selection of some “aspects of a perceived reality and make them 

more salient in a communicating text, in such a way as to promote a 

particular problem definition, causal interpretation, moral evaluation, and/or 

treatment recommendation (Entman 1993: 52). Entman later goes on to 

further clarify his conceptualising of framing, describing how the selection of 

aspects of a perceived reality are connected in order to create a “narrative 

that promotes a particular interpretation” (2010: 391). These narratives work 

in such a way to shape and influence the way audiences interpret and 

understand ideas and popular beliefs. 

 

Through different mediums such as print, online or digital media, this 

perspective of framing further illustrates how reporting is a powerful tool in 

the construction of taken-for-granted knowledge. If we apply this to the field 

of education, specifically academisation, what audiences think about 

academy trusts and the overall process of forced academisation is perceived 

through the way in which the media have framed the reporting because they 

have created a way of thinking about these issues. For audiences to arrive at 

an opinion on educational issues within academisation, they first must be 
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exposed to a way of thinking about these issues which they are made aware 

of through their consumption of news. The type of frame through which news 

is constructed will change the way audiences interact with these issues.  

 

Iynegar (1994), whose research explored television news, suggested that 

media frames tend to either episodic or thematic. Episodic frames focus on 

“specific events or particular cases” while thematic frames focus on “political 

issues and events in some general context” (Iynegar 1994: 2). The 

application of thematic and episodic frames exists within news reporting, 

Ulmer (2016: 45) contends that Iynegar’s conceptualisation of frames provide 

a simplified method for the interpretation of information “enabling the media 

to shape audience members’ understandings of events (episodes) and 

issues (themes)”. There is no existing research which has explored the 

cultural framing of academisation through representations in popular media, 

which is one area where my research will contribute to new understanding.  

 

Taking academisation and applying to Iynegar’s schema of news frames, I 

can hypothetically describe that thematic framing might consist of information 

relating to issues of low state school performance and need for academy 

schools, elements of the benefits of academy trusts for children and the local 

community, as well as the increase in GCSE performance, and so forth. In 

contrast, episodic framing, for example, would focus on the events of specific 

schools who have might conceivably have converted to becoming an 

academy and as such are creating a perceived precedent for the necessity 

for academisation. 



104 | P a g e  
 

 

The practical application of framing theory in media and Cultural Studies 

research can enrich an analysis with respect to understanding the complex 

connections between media texts and audience consumption. Entman’s 

(2010) research on the 2008 American presential campaign coverage, 

focussed on the framing of political disputes in the media, and it highlighted 

how framing shifted over time. Entman describes how research utilising 

frame analysis often ignores the important variable of time, “researchers tend 

to summarize content rather than gauging shifts and variations in framing 

over time” (2010: 401). His research showed that news frames are fluid, they 

progressively change over time. The problem with summarising the content 

of frames, without exploring the shifts occurring over time, is the lack of 

depth in developing an understanding the relationships between thematic 

and episodic frames.  

 

In Chapter 6 onwards, I present and discuss my analysis of the cultural 

framing of academisation which has prevailed throughout popular media 

since 2010. It is within these chapters that Iynegar (1994) and Entman’s 

(2010) work is mobilised a means to explore the episodic and thematic 

themes of academisation.  

 

3.5 Media and Cultural Studies 

A common theme throughout this chapter so far has been the exploration of 

the involvement of the media in the way educational issues have been 
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communicated to the public. It is important to understand what is meant by 

‘culture’ and the role of Cultural Studies in this research.  

 

An essential element of what we call culture is the ‘shared, taken-for-granted 

knowledge’ that we use without knowing where or when it was first learned 

(Du Gay et al 2013: 8). Du Gay’s perspective on culture shares a similar way 

of understanding ‘common sense’ narratives and popular beliefs discussed 

earlier. Belonging to a culture allows access to “shared frameworks or ‘maps’ 

of meaning which we use to place and understand things, to ‘make sense’ of 

the world” (Du Gay et al 2013: 8). The media have their own culture through 

which there are defined processes and practices in the way the world is 

represented. Audiences rely on the media as a source of information and a 

way through which they can make sense of the world around them. 

 

If we examine the media and its relationship with culture, it could be argued 

that the media belongs to its own culture, and it also is part of our culture, in 

the sense that it has its own sets of meanings and practices. Davis (2004), 

commenting on the work of Stuart Hall, suggested Hall saw “direct impact 

and consequences of an increasingly mediated work … the meaning of 

events becomes synonymous with their representations” (Davis 2004: 44). 

Reporting in the media depends upon the ‘intimacy of the event’ and as 

Davis describes, without “appropriate frameworks or context, the actuality of 

the here-and-now results in an ideologically distorted representation of 

events” (Davis 2004: 44).  
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On other aspects within the media, Davis elaborates on Hall’s work on the 

determination of news photographs, to describe how “modes of 

representational strategies on the behalf of the news media is endemic within 

the mass media as a social structure [sic]” (2004:45). The practice of 

representation in the media, as Hall would describe it, is “systematic, 

institutionalised, specific and ideological” (ibid.) The relationship the mass 

media have with institutions of power, which are embedded in the culture of 

the media, create the conditions and boundaries in which representation can 

take place.  

 

In theorising media culture, Jansson suggests that there are overlapping 

concepts between media culture and consumer culture, the extent to which 

they “refer to one and the same thing” (2002: 7). What connects media 

culture and consumer culture, according to Jansson (2002), is that both 

concepts deal with the “hermeneutic processes through which consumer 

products (that is, commodities) and media products become cultural” 

(Jansson 2002: 10). A central element of these concepts is the method of 

interpretation, the process through which products become cultural. Jansson 

(2002) further argues media culture and consumer culture refers to a “socio-

cultural condition in which commodities and media texts are important for the 

establishment and expression of cultural communities” and the creation of 

cultural identity (ibid.) In this sense media culture can be seen to refer to the 

way in which products in the form of texts help shape culture. 
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What we can see from how culture has been defined, and how media culture 

can be understood, is the role of meaning in the creation of shared taken-for-

granted knowledge. Within media culture there are forms of cultural practice 

which almost govern how the media operate in terms of how the media give 

meaning to events through reporting. Du Gay et al (2013: 7) argue that 

“culture is inextricably connected with the role of meaning in society”; Hall et 

al (2013) further elaborates that language is the “privileged medium in which 

we ‘make sense’ of things, in which meaning is produced and exchanged” 

(Hall et al 2013: 4). 

 

Language is not used in its strictest sense, as written or spoken words in a 

structured conventional way, rather language is “any system of 

representation ... which allows us to use signs and symbols to represent or 

re-present whatever exists in the world in terms of meaningful concept” (Du 

Gay et al 2013: 7). Language works through representation, the media uses 

language to represent an event, and it is through this re-presentation that the 

media are able to disseminate knowledge, ideas and understanding of a 

singular event. Hall et al (2013) describes how language represents ‘ideas, 

concepts and feelings’ in a way which enables others, such as audiences, to 

“read, decode or interpret their meaning in roughly the same way that we do” 

(Hall et al 2013: 5).  

 

If we contextualise the notions of interpretation and decoding in the media, it 

could be argued that the media representation of academisation has been 

influenced according to the different organisational culture within which the 
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media reside in, by which I am referring to the ways in which different media 

institutions are politically aligned. The way the media have reported different 

events within the ark of academisation has been done in a purposeful way to 

try to ensure their audiences will interpret, or decode, meaning in the way 

different media outlets desire. Representation is an important part of the 

process through which meaning is ‘produced and exchanged’ (Hall et al 

2013), but it just one part of the process. 

 

I have explored the relationship between the Media and Cultural Studies in 

this section because it is important to contextualise and draw together the 

different elements and field within which this research is situated. In Chapter 

4 I follow this discussion up further with an important discussion the role of 

Cultural Studies this research.  

 

3.6 Conclusion 

The aim of this chapter has been to illuminate a range of different 

understandings in the issues of academisation and its public portrayal in the 

media. Although there is a substantial amount of literature, research and 

relevant ideas on representation, meaning making, and culture, research into 

academisation and the academies programme through the lens of popular 

media are few and far between. While some scholars have pointed to the 

way that the media have influenced public perceptions of educational issues 

there is a lack of understanding into what these public perceptions are in 

relation to academisation. The work Awan (2018) conducted on the Trojan 

Horse Scandal was the closest Cultural Studies piece on academisation, but, 
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even then, his focus was on understanding its impact on communities in 

Birmingham, with a discussion on the impact of the media’s framing of the 

scandal. 

 

A common theme throughout the public story so far has been how media 

frames and representations of educational issues have influenced 

audiences. Utilising media frames, episodic and thematic, provides a 

framework within which to analyse the cultural framing of academisation. The 

development of an educational commonsense plays an important role in this 

research, as it allows for the questioning of what narratives and 

metanarratives and taken-for-granted knowledge has been created in the 

way the public perceive academisation through the representations 

constructed in media reporting. The next chapter details the theoretical and 

conceptual approaches which foreground this study, in order to show how 

the study of culture is relevant in understanding processes of academisation. 
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Chapter 4. Cultural Studies and the study of 
culture 
 

Stuart Hall always argued that one of the jobs of Cultural Studies was to do 

sociology better than the positivistic sociologists ever did (Morley 2015: 24) 

 

4. Introduction 

The cultural framing of academisation in the public imagination, particularly 

through the lens of media representation, is the overall focus of my research. 

In the previous chapter I explored: the public story of media involvement in 

the academies project; Cultural Studies’ approaches to studying education; 

and those elements within cultural theory which are necessary to understand 

the context of my research. The relative absence of research in this area is 

further reason to pursue this line of enquiry. 

 

This chapter serves to introduce the body of theory within which this study is 

situated. I explore how theory is to be used to explain and explore the 

meaning and nature of the framing of academisation in the public 

imagination. It is important to take into consideration theory as it provides a 

foundation and rationale for research. Bryman (2014) outlined that it sets out 

the “framework within which social phenomena can be understood and the 

research findings can be interpreted” (Bryman 2014: 20). 

 

I explore theories, framework, model, and concepts within the broad field of 

Cultural Studies, seeking to describe and understand the broad relationship 

between the culture of everyday life and social interactions. This is because 
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there are many tools used by students of Cultural Studies, including but not 

limited to concepts of ‘encoding and decoding’, which were useful to my 

analysis of the subject. These are discussed further in this chapter. 

 

The developments in the theoretical and conceptual frameworks within 

Cultural Studies are relevant to this research, since they help to develop our 

understanding of our approach to the cultural framing of academisation in the 

public imagination. Developing an understanding of the history and 

progression of Cultural Studies is necessary in tackling this research on 

cultural framing, particularly in light of the foundation of the Centre for 

Contemporary Cultural Studies (CCCS), which will be discussed further 

below. 

 

As this research is located within Cultural Studies, I begin with a discussion 

on the history of Cultural Studies. After which I move exploring the ways of 

understanding the notion of culture and some the key theories in Cultural 

Studies which underpin this study. I explore in depth how the study of culture 

has been understood through different contexts and its application in 

different settings through history. 

 

4.1 Cultural Studies: a brief history 

The search for the origin of Cultural Studies and cultural theory is an 

exceptionally tricky undertaking. Many scholars in the field have described 

that there is no absolute beginning. Hall et al (1980) describe how it may be 

tempting to embark on a project to seek the origins of Cultural Studies, but it 
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would be purely illusory. What can be found instead are the “continuities, 

breaks and interventions” that have reflected events outside the field but 

have created effects within the discipline (Hall et al 1980: 16). Events such 

as these have led to the development of new enquiries within the field of 

Cultural Studies through new ways and methods of questioning existing 

knowledge.  

 

With that said, it has been widely recognised that the field of Culture Studies 

experienced an “unprecedented internal boom” and became an intellectual 

movement that helped to define the field (Nelson et al 1992: 1). In British 

intellectual history, Cultural Studies was first recognised in the late 1950s 

and early 1960s (Slack and Grossberg 2016). It was Stuart Hall who once 

emphasised that Cultural Studies did not have “absolute beginnings”. 

However, a crucial and critical moment in its formation as a field of inquiry 

was the foundation of the “Birmingham Centre for Contemporary Cultural 

Studies” in 1964 (Dwokin 1997: 116). This brought to bear new approaches 

to the intellectual arena which by this point had become already populated 

with existing theories of culture. 

 

In a series of lectures by Stuart Hall in 1983, complied by Slack and 

Grossberg (2016), Hall describes how prior to the foundation of the CCCS, 

the Cultural Studies movement was first born as a “political project analysing 

post-war advanced capitalist culture” (Slack and Grossberg 2016: 7). It 

should be noted that I am taking Hall’s usage of the term ‘first born’ when 

describing Cultural Studies and not inferring an origin in the discipline, as to 
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locate one excludes other starting points in the field. During this time in post-

war Britain, Hall explains how the notion of culture was introduced as a direct 

response to a “very concrete political problem and question: What happened 

to the working class under conditions of economic affluence?” (Slack and 

Grossberg 2016: 5). Unsurprisingly therefore the roots of Cultural Studies 

can be found connected to the rise in the New Left during that period. The 

New Left was a political movement which sought to change the nature of 

society and the inequality within it. The term ‘New Left’ was one employed by 

Hall himself: he once described how some of the founding figures of Cultural 

Studies positioned themselves in the arena of the ‘early New Left’ (Slack and 

Grossberg 2016: 8). Hence, the two movements remained “closely bound 

together, running parallel with one another”. Theorists such as Raymond 

Williams, Richard Hoggard, and Stuart Hall himself, strongly identified in the 

New Left political movement, which shaped the development of Cultural 

Studies in its early stages. 

 

In the history of Cultural Studies, there are four seminal pieces of work which 

have been described, and recognised, as having laid foundations and 

contributed to the progressive change and development within the movement 

(Barker & Jane 2016; Sparks 1996, 1997; Hall 1980; Morley 2019). I am 

careful here not to suggest that this collective body of work represents the 

origins of Cultural Studies, nor is it an attempt to pin-point a historical start of 

the discipline. I take direction from Williams (1989) on this matter who 

emphasises that the overuse of texts as a means to track the history of 

Cultural Studies is an erroneous method. Such a method results in a purely 
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superficial understanding of the discipline since it reveals only the surface of 

the real developments within the field. Tracking historical developments 

through texts is a novelty, Williams argues, suggesting that it is misleading 

as “the real formations of the project was already there” (Williams 1989: 

155). 

 

I discuss and present this history of Cultural Studies as part of my own 

efforts to further develop my knowledge of the field, whilst simultaneously 

answering a more important question: what does Cultural Studies do? Thus, 

this brief historical account of the movement further enriches later 

discussions in this chapter on theories and ideas of representation and 

cultural circuits, because these theories can be explored in relation to 

developments which occurred within this discipline. 

 

Taking into consideration William’s (1989) perspective, Gray et al (2007), 

whose work explored classic essays from the CCCS, argue there is strong 

evidence of the importance of work by Richard Hoggart (1957), Raymond 

Williams (1961) and Edward P. Thompson (1963). They pioneered what 

would eventually become recognised as the British version of Cultural 

Studies. Baker and Jane (2016) share the same sentiment, they go further 

suggesting although there were “self-defined Cultural Studies practitioners” 

across the globe in place such as the USA, Africa, Asia, and Europe each 

formation was working in different ways, but the Birmingham School was an 

institutionally significant moment (Baker & Jane 2016: 7).  
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In the framing of Cultural Studies history, it is important to appreciate and 

take into consideration the historical context of cultural theory. Slack & 

Grossberg (2016) highlight how theorists such as Gramsci, Althusser, and 

Lévi-Strauss have all contributed to the development of Cultural Studies, 

suggesting that “history and theory are two interlocking but not entirely 

coterminous fields” (Slack & Grossberg 2016: 2). History does not explain 

theory, nor does it provide an accurate account of theory, rather “ideas arise 

in part because of the history” and it is through these histories that context is 

established (Ibid.). It is not enough to simply explore theories which exist and 

contextually apply within research. The link between history and theory 

requires concepts and logic of a theoretical line to be unpacked in such a 

way that its fundamental principles can be grasped.  

 

Nelson et al (1992) argue that within Cultural Studies, unlike other 

disciplines, no one ever sought to control or restrict developments from 

occurring. “The passage of time, encounters with new historical events, and 

the very extension of Cultural Studies into new disciplines and national 

contexts will inevitably change its meanings and uses” (Nelson et al 1992: 3). 

As society changes and new cultures emerge, it is necessary that the ways 

in which they are studied changes as well.  Nelson et al suggest that Cultural 

Studies needs to remain open to change and new “unexpected, unimagined, 

even uninvited possibilities” (ibid.) 

 

In this discipline, theories around encoding and decoding, circuits of culture, 

and representation need to be deconstructed into its historical conditions, 
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because - as Stuart Hall once said - the question researchers should be 

asking is, “What really bugs you about questions of culture and society 

now?” (Hall 1990: 17). I would argue that in order to truly utilise any theory 

within a field of study there needs to be an investment in understanding the 

foundations of the approach taken by that theory. In the case of studying 

academisation in popular media, it is not simply enough to take an already 

existing theory of communication such as encoding and decoding by Stuart 

Hall, and contextually apply it to an analysis of media representation. There 

needs to be an understanding of Hall’s logic, his thinking behind the theory, 

his enquiry of social problems, and why there was a necessity for it, as these 

questions enrich the theoretical approach taken. 

 

Defining Cultural Studies, as opposed to understanding it as a discipline and 

movement which has sought to understand those new and growing problems 

of society, are two distinctly different questions. Baker and Jane (2016) 

highlighted how the ‘study of culture’ and Cultural Studies are not 

synonymous with each other, suggesting that they take place in two distinctly 

different spaces. Cultural Studies, taking note of Hall’s (1997) contribution, is 

“constituted by a regulated way of speaking about objects (which it bring into 

view) and coheres around key concepts” (Baker and Jane 2016: 6). The 

study of culture occurs in academic disciplines, geographic and institutional 

spaces. We can see from Hall and others that Cultural Studies is more than 

just a discipline, it is a set of key concepts and practises. The reason I 

highlight this now is because later in this chapter I present a discussion 

which seeks to answer the question, What is Cultural Studies? 
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Stuart Hall, commenting on the early years and development of the CCCS, 

proposed the question “what was the bibliography of a Cultural Studies 

thesis?” to which the answer was nobody knew (Hall 1990: 17). It is exactly 

for this reason that it has been necessary for me to provide an account of 

some of the history of Cultural Studies, because it has informed how the 

movement changed and occurred and through this discussion it has enriched 

my understanding of what might have ordinarily been perceived as a social 

and academic discipline.  

 

4.2 Cultural Studies 

Cultural Studies is a wide field of study with roots in areas such as race, 

gender, sexuality, ideology, ethnicity, and identity (Ryan 2010). The broad 

nature within the field of Cultural Studies has allowed for a new way that 

researchers can approach new and contemporary changes in cultural 

practice. Kellner (1995) describes how Cultural Studies must “relentlessly 

examine its own methods, positions, assumptions, and interventions, 

constantly putting them in question and revising and developing them” 

(Kellner 1995: 94). 

 

As I continue with my discussion exploring some of the history, providing a 

brief overview of Cultural Studies, what becomes apparent are the changes 

which have occurred as part of a focused response to issues resulting from 

socio-cultural contexts. Kellner continues with his determination of Cultural 

Studies by arguing that it is not simply “interested in providing clever 

readings of cultural texts but is also interested in advancing a critique of 
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structures and practices of domination and advancing forces of resistance 

struggling for a more democratic and egalitarian society” (Kellner 1995: 95). 

This philosophy of egalitarianism, from Kellner’s perspective, sees Cultural 

Studies as a tool and method for identifying and challenging existing ideas 

and common sense, the taken-for-granted knowledge which exists in our 

society, in order to advance new ways of thinking about social and cultural 

phenomena.  

 

What is interesting and noteworthy is Kellner’s approach to recognising 

Cultural Studies as a philosophy. It has theoretical, conceptual, political and 

empirical approaches to the ways in which we understand the dynamics of 

contemporary culture. As a part of these new understandings, it is imperative 

that the historical context, defining aspects and new emergences of culture 

are explored since they provide the foundation for grasping contemporary 

culture.  

 

Cultural Studies demonstrates “how cultural texts produce social identities 

and subject-positions and contrasts opposing positions” (Kellner 1995: 101). 

In the case of media culture, which was the field of exploration for Kellner, 

Cultural Studies analyses “media messages and effects, and attempts to 

show how certain figures, models, and discourses undermine the values and 

ethos of a pluralistic, egalitarian, democratic, and multicultural society, 

whereas other figures and models may promote the creation of a more 

egalitarian and democratic society” (ibid.) There has been significantly more 
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written about Cultural Studies since Kellner’s first discussions (1995), which I 

explore further in this Chapter, however his contribution is still relevant today.  

 

Often, authors attempt to define culture by first attempting to define Cultural 

Studies (Barker & Jane 2016; Sparks 1997; Eaglton 2016). However, Morris 

(1997) challenged this notion and presented an alternative way of 

approaching culture, and Cultural Studies, through a different narrative by 

exploring the question of what Cultural Studies “does and does not claim to 

do” (Morris 1997: 38). I would argue that Cultural Studies seeks to 

understand and explore how practices within our culture, and the culture of 

everyday life, are associated with systems and structures of power 

functioning through social phenomena.  

 

Morris draws on the work of Henri Lefebvre, in order to describe Cultural 

Studies as the “critique of everyday life”; that is, the explorations of the ways 

in which culture is used and also “what is available as culture to people 

inhabiting particular social contexts” (Morris 1997: 43). Morris’s approach 

seeks to highlight a way of thinking about meanings, processes, practices of 

culture, as well as the way they are produced and disseminated. 

 

The diversity present in Cultural Studies is in large part due to the range of 

different applications within the discipline, and has allowed Cultural Studies 

to draw on ”whatever fields are necessary to produce the knowledge 

required for a particular project. In the course of its cross-national 
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borrowings, some figures play different roles at different times and places” 

(Dworkin 1997: 2). 

 

Richard Johnson shares the view that Cultural Studies is a “kind of alchemy 

for producing useful knowledge; codify it and you might halt its reactions” 

(Johnson 1986/7: 38). This signifying notion of alchemy, the transformation, 

creation, and combination of different sets of processes and practices, in 

order to develop further understanding within the domain of human and 

social culture builds on the varied and diverse history of Cultural Studies. 

Dworkin (1997) argues that it is because of an alchemy that has drawn on 

major bodies of theory of “the last several decades, from Marxism and 

feminism to psychoanalysis, poststructuralism, and postmodernism” that 

intellectual developments have occurred in the discipline which have 

benefited the field of study by enriching it with new knowledge, but also 

stimulated the development of new theory.  

 

Cultural Studies is a ‘discursive formation’ insofar that it is “a cluster (or 

formation) of ideas, images and practices, which provide ways of talking 

about, forms of knowledge and conduct associated with a particular topic, 

social activity or institutional site in society” (Hall 1997a: 6). ‘Discursive 

formations’ is a very Foucauldian way of understanding, but these formations 

help to define how we understand what knowledge is relevant, useful and 

true. 
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There is difficulty and trepidation around creating a ‘universal’ definition for 

Cultural Studies. Unlike other fields within Social Sciences and Humanities, 

whereby there is a generally accepted and recognised way of understanding 

a discipline, there is complexity in attempting to replicate this in Cultural 

Studies with any degree of precision. Sparks (1997) describes the problem in 

trying to do so, suggesting that it is not possible to find a province of Cultural 

Studies nor a unified theory or methodology which can characterise it. This 

suggests that by taking ideas from a broad range of disciplines, Cultural 

Studies may actually be problematic. Sparks goes on to describe Cultural 

Studies as a “veritable rag-bag of ideas, methods and concerns from literary 

criticism, sociology, history, media studies, etc., which are lumped together 

under the convenient label” of Cultural Studies (Sparks 1997: 14). 

 

Can we answer the question, what is Cultural Studies? I arrive back to the 

unanswered question, what does Cultural Studies do? What is apparent 

throughout the discussion of its historical context and this enquiry into 

understanding the field of study, is how specific and refined I need to be in 

order to employ ‘Cultural Studies’ as a discipline within which to ground this 

research. I should bear in mind Sparks’ perspective so that although we 

benefit from diversity and richness of Cultural Studies’ theoretical knowledge, 

I should also aim in the application of this research to be focused and 

methodological. It is not enough simply to say Cultural Studies is the study of 

culture.  
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4.3 Culture in Culture Studies 

Culture is an intrinsic part of Cultural Studies. Although it may be “a 

commonly used noun” (Williams 2015) it is exceedingly diverse in its usage 

within the field of study and bound with a multiplicity of different meanings. In 

the previous chapter I briefly touched on the notion of culture as part of my 

discussion into the public story of Cultural Studies. Here I further discuss in 

greater detail the idea of culture and I explore some of the key concepts 

which bond culture to Cultural Studies. I also elaborate more on the study of 

culture as a practice and how it has become part of emerging disciplines 

such as Media and Communication. I then move to the theoretical 

discussions in which I highlight the usage of Cultural Studies practices - and 

thus the cultural framing of academisation in the public imagination. 

 

The term culture has been considered as one of the most complicated words 

in the English language (Williams 2015). Raymond Williams describes, in his 

work Keywords, numerous ways in which culture has been brought to 

fruition. In the interest of this discussion on culture and understanding of the 

term especially since the development of the CCCS, I turn my attention to 

William’s (2015) approach in understanding the contemporary usage of 

culture. There are three extensive active categories for the usage of culture 

Williams describes and I outline here: (i) a general process of intellectual, 

spiritual and aesthetic development (ii) a particular way of life (iii) the works 

and practices of intellectual and especially artistic activity (Williams 2015: 

52). Steeped in historical ways of thinking, Williams does offer the view that 

the third category has become more of a widespread way of understanding 
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of the term. The practise, in the UK at least, of having a Culture Minister as 

part of government to coordinate specific and defined activities related to 

heritage, history, music, literature and art, would reinforce this.  

 

Casey et al (2008), as part of their own compendium on key concepts in 

Television Studies, interpret and build on William’s work by asserting that 

culture is the “total range of human action that is socially rather than 

biologically transmitted (nurture rather than nature)” (Casey et al 2008: 75). 

In a way this is a more manageable way of grasping culture, although overly 

simplified. The practice and notion of culture has come to mean, and 

encompass, so much more. Change, development and innovation, have all 

played a part in broadening the idea of culture, producing a more complex 

understanding that has now taken to be inclusive of popular and commercial 

products and practices in which individuals socially engage.  

 

In my attempt to untangle the complexity of culture further, I turn to Raymond 

Williams and his early work.  Williams (1961) presents a definition of culture 

which has three general categories: the ideal, the documentary, and the 

social. Within all three areas of these definitions there is variation in the way 

‘culture’ is understood, but Williams argues that a theory of culture should 

include all three areas: 

 

“I would then define the theory of culture as the study of relationships 

between elements in a whole way of life. The analysis of culture is the 

attempt to discover the nature of the organization which is the 
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complex of these relationships. Analysis of particular works or 

institutions is, in this context, analysis of their essential kind of 

organization, the relationships which works or institutions embody as 

parts of the organisation as a whole. 

  

A key word, in such analysis is pattern: it is with the discovery of 

patterns of a characteristic kind that any useful cultural analysis 

begins, and it is with the relationships between these patterns, which 

sometimes reveal unexpected identities and correspondences in 

hitherto separately considered activities, sometimes again revel 

discontinuities of an unexpected kind, that general cultural analysis is 

concerned” (Williams 1961: 63). 

 

The emphasis on the analysis of culture as a whole, implies that culture 

needs to include the practices, relationships, meanings, and communications 

of everyday life. Hall (1980), commenting on Williams’ (1961) work, 

describes how “meanings and definitions are socially constructed and 

historically transformed, with literature and art as only one, specially 

privileged, kind of social communication” (Hall 1980: 6). The emphasis 

placed on the relationship between meaning and communication is not 

limiting in the way we can understand culture. 

 

Du Gay et al (2013), commenting on the work of Williams (1961), highlight 

the definition of culture associated with human and social science, which 

Williams calls the ‘social definition’, in which “culture is a description of a 
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particular way of life which expresses certain meanings and values” (Du Gay 

2013: 12). Du Gay et al (2003) note the developments in Cultural Studies 

have retained Williams’ emphasis on the centrality of culture, but have 

questioned if there is a ‘whole way of life’, citing processes of the ‘production 

and circulation of meaning needs to be explored “in its own terms” (ibid.)  Du 

Gay et al (2013) emphasise that culture as a ‘whole way of life’ and culture 

as ‘the production and circulation of meaning’ are themes regularly 

appearing in Cultural Studies, but whether cultural and society are linked or 

they are separate but related in the same sphere, it is important to give 

“culture a central place in the human and social sciences” (Du Gay et al 

2013: 13). 

 

Du Gay et al (2013) and Hall et al (2013) describe the conflict around the 

definition of ‘culture’, the transformative nature of the term can make it 

ambiguous to define. Remarking on Williams’ (1976) definition of culture, Du 

Gay et al (2013) explain that the term was originally associated with the “idea 

of the tending or cultivation of crops and animals as in agri-culture - from 

which we derive on its central modern meanings: culture as the process of 

human development” (Du Gay et al 2013: 11). During the Enlightenment 

period the term developed further but it was not until the late 19th century that 

‘culture’ became associated with the “specific variable cultures of different 

nations and peoples” Du Gay et al 2013: 11). It is useful to develop a holistic 

picture of Cultural Studies from one of the early pioneers in the field such as 

Williams (1961) as opposed to merely examining more recent and 

contemporary ways of perceiving culture. As we turn to more contemporary 
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ways of understanding culture we can build on William’s (1961) view to 

create an informed and more rounded perspective of this complex term. 

 

Culture as a whole way of life - almost from an Anthropological perspective - 

is a good foundation for developing an insight into culture. Willis (1979) 

cheekily pokes fun at the notion of culture in a very British way, asserting it is 

not “artifice and manners, the preserve of Sunday best, rainy afternoon and 

concert hall” but rather it is the foundation and “material of our daily lives, the 

bricks and mortar of our most commonplace understandings, feelings and 

responses” (Willis 1979: 185). Culture is intrinsically associated with how we 

function and operate in our daily lives right the way down to what we wear, 

read, watch and even eat.  The social interactions we have and maintain on 

a regular basis are governed by the culture to which we belong. Turner 

(2003) argues that everyday activities, no matter how simple, such as 

cooking, shopping, watching TV, or reading have attracted the attention of 

Cultural Studies. Although we might not know it, we depend much on 

“cultural patterns and symbols” which are the “unconscious, social reflexes 

that make us social and collective beings” (Willis 1979: 186).  

 

The notion that culture is deeply embedded within all us to an unconscious 

degree, governing our actions, is striking. William’s (1961) notion of culture, 

which takes us and our actions holistically, thereby helps us understand and 

grapple with our own cultures, that which make us ‘whole’, that which 

seemingly regulates who we are. In order to fully comprehend culture, both 

that to which we belong and that which we interact with, Willis (1979) asserts 
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that we must think about and see life as “parts in a play”.  Only then can we 

start to understand our “real and living culture” (Willis 1979: 185-186). 

Culture operates through all aspects of our lives and to think otherwise or 

challenge the notion of unconscious subscription is to only have a superficial 

understanding of culture. Turner (2003) surmised that culture is so powerful 

that it exerts an unquestioned influence that we take for granted. Moreover, 

the processes that shape who we are - our identity, race, gender, and view 

on social class - are “cultural processes that work precisely because they 

seem so natural, so unexceptional, so irresistible” (Turner 2003: 2). Culture 

is invisible in the way it is able to regulate our daily social interactions and 

lives and it goes relatively unnoticed because we have no reason to question 

the norm. Paradoxically, Willis argues, the points in our social lives when we 

are most cultural are when we are at our “most natural, our most everyday” 

(Willis 1979: 185).  

 

Culture therefore is not simply something written in academic textbooks or 

journals, it is a living entity which is all, in some form or another, a part of 

who we are even if we do not choose to acknowledge its existence. 

 

Taking Willis’s (1979) and Turner’s (2003) view of culture and applying it to 

the notion of a ‘culture of academisation’, without an analysis of the popular 

media representations of academisation at this stage, I can almost predict 

the ramifications this type of culture would have on our everyday lives. 

Academisation, over the last ten years at least, has shifted in becoming the 

perceived norm in the educational landscape. I would hypothesise other 
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more dangerous ramifications associated with academisation culture 

becoming more widespread, but more on that later. This culture has come to 

be delivered and embedded in our everyday lives through popular media, 

another form of culture. My analysis of the way this has happened must 

therefore have its roots in the field of Cultural Studies. 

 

These different ways of thinking about culture have all offered a critical and 

explanatory insight into the manifestation of culture, governing unconsciously 

in the actions of our everyday lives. Johnson et al (2014) also approached 

the same question but rather than simply asking what is culture, they 

problematised the notion of culture as an object of Cultural Studies. They 

proposed the question, why does culture become an object of critical study? 

Johnson et al (2014) offer six different agendas to define what’s interesting 

about culture. This effort suggests categories of culture as opposed to 

singular ways of thinking about culture. These agendas see culture as 

power; ‘value’; policy; cohesion; standardization (sic); and language or 

understanding (Johnson et al 2014: 10-13). 

 

Without going into a detailed account of each agenda, culture is thereby 

summarised to be (i) the producer of meaning at sites of power (power); (ii) 

the aesthetic and moral value within traditional examples of music, art and 

literature (value); (iii) the discourses of programmes that govern the conduct 

of our lives (policy); (iv) a source of social cohesion and shared group 

identity (cohesion); (v) is a form of convergence through rises in capitalist 

commodification (standardization); (vi) is constructed through meaning by 
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means of signs, symbols, and conventions of language (language or 

understanding) (Johnson et al 2014: 10-13). 

 

It should be noted that their discussion on ‘selective agendas’ of culture, as it 

were, present another way of thinking about the question, ‘What is the 

culture of Cultural Studies?’ There is no right or wrong answer for this 

question, rather what we have seen is that diversity in understanding the 

tradition of each cultural theorist who has offered it. Developing a holistic 

understanding of culture is of great benefit to any research project. Stuart 

Hall asserts that we should all ask ourselves what really bugs us about 

“questions of culture and society now?” (Hall 1990: 17) It is through these 

explorations that we develop our own thoughts of the discipline, and it is 

greatly beneficial when applying to the field of study. 

 

Culture has a multiplicity of different understandings and what have seen are 

the different disciplines they are associated with. Taking Media Culture for 

example, as this is the space where my research will be operating within, this 

discipline alone has been broken down further into ‘cultures’ of news, 

broadcast, television, and power. There are key practices attached to 

definitions of culture. Culture is a whole way of life which makes up the very 

materials which make up our daily life and interactions. Also, key concepts 

associated with the study of culture such as representation, ideology, power, 

and identity. These concepts and practices are useful to take into 

consideration. When it comes to studying the cultural framing of 

academisation, and developing an understanding of the culture of 
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academisation especially with its relationship to the media, there is a solid 

theoretical foundation with which to begin. 

 

Cultural texts about education have constructed an educational “common 

sense” which has normalised academisation. This is why I utilise Cultural 

Studies to inform my approach in this research of the cultural framing of 

academisation in the public imagination. These same cultural texts and 

artefacts have produced social identities around the academies project in the 

UK. Through Cultural Studies I have explored the positions, both subject and 

opposing, of popular media representations in this field. The discussions 

which follow in this chapter are concerned with highlighting and providing 

depth to the theoretical and conceptual Cultural Studies approaches that 

have informed my research. 

 

4.4 Stuart Hall 

Having spoken of the CCCS and the part it played in progressing British 

intellectual theory on Cultural Studies, I turn to Stuart Hall whose contribution 

to the field is well documented. His perspectives on how to understand 

culture, its purpose, and the processes and practices within Cultural Studies 

as a field of enquiry, are noteworthy. There are two main theories which are 

central to this research on the cultural framing of academisation, adopted 

from Hall’s work. They are representation and communication, especially 

Hall’s theory of encoding and decoding. These theories utilise a view of 

culture and Cultural Studies which Hall presents through much of his work. 

Very briefly, I need to touch upon Hall’s perspectives in order to develop an 
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understanding of the field, but also the theoretical necessity for approaching 

the study of academisation through ideas of representation. 

 

Hall shares some of the same perspective as Williams (1961) in dealing with 

a definition of culture. That is, he understands ‘culture’ from the 

aforementioned almost anthropological perspective - the ‘whole’ way of life. 

However, the marked difference is that Hall describes that culture is about 

shared meanings, the production and circulation of meanings (Hall 1997a). 

Rather than asking what culture is, Hall’s conception of the term questions 

what it is about and what it does. Culture is the “grounded terrain of 

practices, representations, languages and customs of any specific historical 

society” (Hall 1996 : 439). Moreover, it is also the “contradictory form of 

common sense”, the taken-for-granted knowledge and commonly held 

beliefs that help shape society and popular life (ibid.) Culture therefore has a 

duality, as a ‘whole’ way of life it is something we consciously and 

unconsciously belong to, but it also produces meaning, and influences how 

those meanings enter into our everyday lives.  

 

In Hall’s work he offers a deeper insight into culture arguing that it occurs in 

“sites of ongoing struggle that can never be guaranteed for one side or the 

other” (Procter 2004: 1-2). The media is a classic example of one of these 

sites as it is actively involved in the production and circulation of meaning, 

the added aspect that it creates shared meanings without much resistance 

from those who consume it. In the media these shared meanings are created 

on a daily basis. Images and ideologies facilitate a shared interpretation of 
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the world, they allow people to roughly think and feel about the world in the 

same way. People of the same culture share the same concepts, Hall 

(1997a) notes, as ‘cultural codes’. In the case of print media’s framing of 

academisation, newspapers have their own cultural codes, which are 

expressed through their representations. The Daily Mail, for example, have a 

history of pushing the idea of the necessity of academisation, which has 

helped to normalise the academies project as part of a future education 

landscape. Similarly, the Daily Mirror also have a history of opposing 

academisation which through their representations and cultural codes have 

helped to normalise a rejectionist framing of the academies project. 

 

If we subscribe to this variant understanding of culture, it comes as no 

surprise therefore that Hall describes the study of culture as a practice 

concerned with “exposing the relations of power that exist within society at 

any given moment” (Procter 2004: 1-2). Hall attempts to both understand 

these relations of power, and how they can lead to misrepresentations of 

meaning, as well as better understand any shared meanings. The study of 

culture has to involve exploring how shared meanings enter into our 

everyday lives and what meaning is being given to the way in which we think 

about the world. 

 

In the context of Cultural Studies, and its theoretical legacies, Hall 

approached the subject of the disease AIDS in the 1990s to exemplify what 

Cultural Studies should be about. Commenting on AIDS he outlined the 

failures of cultural critics during this time suggesting “against the urgency of 
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people dying in the streets, what in God’s name is the point of Cultural 

Studies?” (Hall 1992: 284). He asked about the reasons for exploring 

representations and studying culture to someone who has AIDS. He argued 

that their priority would be knowing, simply, “if they should take a drug and if 

that means they’ll die two days later or a few months earlier” (Hall 1992: 

285). AIDS in the 1990s was a site of political struggle raising crucial cultural 

questions that needed answering. Although we knew, as Hall described, of 

the large numbers of those who died from the disease, we did not hear from 

those individual voices – indeed, there were groups of people who were 

never given a voice. The question of AIDS therefore became a question of 

“who gets represented and who does not” in a political landscape (Hall 1992: 

285). 

 

AIDS is the site at which the advance of sexual politics is being rolled 

back. It is a site at which not only people will die, but desire and 

pleasure will also die if certain metaphors do not survive, or survive in 

the wrong way. Unless we operate in this tension, we don’t know what 

Cultural Studies can do, can’t, can never do; but also, what it has to 

do, what it alone has a privileged capacity to do. (Hall 1992: 285) 

 

In the ways in which we classify and organise the world, Hall’s example of 

AIDS highlights several points to the fundamental necessity for the study of 

culture. Hall (1992) argues that AIDS was a site of political representation, 

and as such it was not simply about people dying. The classification of 

people into a group created a label which led, in some cases, to 
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homophobia, and therefore facilitated the creation of laws against 

homosexuality, creating ignorance and opposition to homosexuality and the 

demonisation of gay men, and the gay community. The study of culture, 

therefore, cannot be superficial, but must take into account the components 

– and voices - that form that which is being represented.  

 

There are parallels which can be drawn between Hall’s critique on the 

cultural study of AIDS in the 1990s and this research study on 

academisation. 

 

Firstly, we can learn from Hall’s example the danger of simplistic labels. 

Academisation has brought forward so many changes to the educational 

landscape in the UK, and along with it a type of educational common-sense 

that has infiltrated our everyday thinking about education. 

 

Secondly, we can learn that the ‘normalisation’ of these labels is itself 

political. Every piece of theoretical work has its challenges and complexities, 

but questions must be raised that challenge existing political representations 

on the nature of our world. I am not comparing these events in any way, 

because they are not comparable. What I am comparing though is that in 

these events are the historical sites which exist that each have their own 

unique shared conceptual maps that classify and organising the world. 

 

In his 1983 lecture series which has been complied and narrated by Slack 

and Grossberg (2016) , Hall describes how the function of Cultural Studies is 
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not to describe the ways in which groups live, nor is it an “analysis or 

inventory of the ideas that a group has” (Hall (1983) in Slack and Grossberg 

2016: 33). Rather, Cultural Studies should operate between both, as culture 

is the interaction which occurs between them. It seeks to understand lived 

experiences, as it is the circumstance of experience that leads to the 

conditions through which individuals make sense of the world. Hall argues 

that experience is embedded in human life and their everyday practice, 

contending: 

 

A practice Is always cultured. It has been cultivated. It is impregnated with 

forms of interpretation. That is what culture is: experience lived, experience 

interpreted, experience defined. (Hall (1983) in Slack and Grossberg 2016 : 

33)  

 

Culture as a way of life, and experience as a part of that life, raises questions 

as to the nature and work of representations of producing meanings that 

ultimately, and unconsciously, operate in such a way that creates a shared 

understanding in our everyday lives. In this research on cultural framing on 

academisation in popular media I argue that representations are operating 

through media reporting, which is why theories of representation form one 

part of my theoretical study. 

 

4.4.1 Representation 

There has been a significant amount of research undertaken around the 

notion of representation. It is commonly found in the fields of Cultural Studies 
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and also in Media Studies. However, there are marked differences between 

their usage and application. Briefly here I touch on an overview of 

representation and a practice for understanding meaning. I will then move to 

exploring Hall’s model of representation and its significance within this 

research on cultural framing. 

 

Representation as a term has a double meaning. Hall (1997b) describes how 

in its simplest form representation means to “present, to image, to depict, to 

order a depiction of something else” (Hall 1997b: 0955). This is one sense of 

the meaning but not the only way of understanding this concept. This 

common sense understanding is more commonly found in Media Studies, 

closely associated with issues of how reality is depicted. In Media Studies, 

this often examines processes of construction within media texts. 

 

Casey et al (2008) suggest representation, in relation to media culture for the 

most part, deals with reality. Representations are a “reflection or maybe a 

distortion of something ‘true’ or ‘real’” (Casey et al 2008: 235). What the 

study of representation seeks to offer therefore is a way of breaking down 

reality by analysing and gauging to what extent something is ‘real’ or has 

been reflected or distorted. The problem with this method is that by 

attempting to measure or quantify truth and reality through representations of 

reflections or distortion, one assumes that there is an accurate ‘truth’ in the 

first place. This one ‘truth’ will itself, in fact, have predetermined socially 

understood characteristics and attributes given to it by a specific social 

group. Hence it will be imbued with the ‘power relations’ of Stuart Hall which I 
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discussed earlier. This method neglects to ask if the ideas represented only 

have one interpretation of reality. The desire to measure it takes away from 

the exploration of the unheard voices, those who are not represented. 

 

Culture as a ‘whole’ way of life, comes into being through the ideas and 

shared meaning which enable us to classify and organise the world around 

us. Hall (1997b) contends there has been a significant contribution in the 

field of Media Studies here. He notes that this is particularly around reality 

and truth, due to this notion of representation. However, the concept of 

representation has been taken too literally and too simply, and as Hall 

argues we should start to see representation as “constitutive” (Hall 1997b: 

1613). Representation is not an “after the event activity”, it is not occurring as 

a result of events taking place, but rather it is part of the composition of the 

object, it is essential part of the object in question, and this is one of its 

primary “conditions of existence” (Hall 1997b: 1511-1629). Representation 

has no fixed meaning, and no real meaning until it is represented. 

Representation as a process allows for different interpretation to exist.  

 

In the case of this research, academisation is an ongoing process constantly 

occurring in education, a force which has an is continuing to change the 

educational landscape. However, what academisation means and how it is 

interpreted varies. It means different things to different people, depending 

how they make sense of it in their everyday lives. To truly understand the 

meaning associated with the culture of academisation it necessitates 
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exploring its history to understand the different meanings that have led up to 

its current dominant representation. 

 

Coming back to the notion of culture as a ‘whole’ way of life, one of the ways 

in which people come to understand the world around us is through the 

messaging communicated to them. Longhurst et al (2008) describe 

communication as a process for producing meaning. Communication, they 

argue, is how an object (for example an individual, a group, a sign, symbol, 

or similar) transfers meaning to another object, and as part of this process 

representation facilitates the way meaning is communicated. Longhurst et al 

argue that in the study of representation it is through “language and 

communication that we define and shape our social and cultural world” and 

representation is part of the process through which we come to develop 

shared meaning (Longhurst et al 2008: 42). The concept of representation 

holds an important place in the ways in which we study culture, as it is 

representation that “connects meaning and language to culture” (Hall 2013: 

1).  

 

In this research on the cultural framing of academisation in the public 

imagination, it is essential that I explore and analyse the representation 

which occurs as a result of academisation. Popular media is the system of 

communication through which academisation has been classified and 

organised creating conceptual maps in everyday lives. The analysis I 

undertake explores and defines the current, and past, representations of 

academisation which have come to exist in our culture. It does not seek to 
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answer the argument of whether these representations are a true depiction 

of academy schools, rather how academisation as a concept has been 

brought into existence through representation and what has been 

communicated in the culture of everyday life. 

 

Getting from a representation to culture, through meaning, happens through 

a process. Linked to processes of representation are what Hall (2013) 

describe as ‘systems of representation’. Hall outlines two systems of 

representation used to categories the ways in which meaning is made, and 

the spaces they occupy. First is what he terms the ‘system’ comprising of 

various ways of “organizing, clustering, arranging, and classifying concepts” - 

that is, the ways in which complex relationships are established between 

these concepts (Hall 2013: 3). The ‘system’ approaches meaningful 

interpretations of the world through “mental representations which we carry 

around in our head” (ibid.). Fundamentally as individuals, and members of a 

group, we mix and match meaning with concepts in order to create complex 

ideas as a means of understanding the world. How we get to a stage of 

mental representation, or conceptual maps as Hall (2013) also describes 

them, is through the second system of representation, language.  

 

It is because of language that conceptual maps are shared. These are the 

processes whereby one interpretation of an object can be more commonly 

understood. Language creates sets of correspondences between our mental 

representations, conceptual maps, and “people, objects, events, etc” (Hall 

2013: 5). The relationship between ‘things’, in the case of this research of 
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academisation, and the meaning produced therein, is language. However, as 

representation has suggested there is no fixed way of understanding an 

object. Representation is not a post-event process, therefore for 

representation to be taken through language and actively consumed in 

culture it involves a process of interpretation. 

 

No language - no matter how precise its vocabulary - is free from 

misinterpretation. Meaning taken from language by audiences and 

consumers is “never exactly the meaning which has been given by the 

speaker or writer” (Hall 1997a: 32-33). The practice of producing something 

meaningful, whether in the form of written, spoken, or visual texts, is 

necessary to enter language where we find “older meanings which pre-date 

us” influencing current representations. Interpretation, as a practice, is 

sustained through the active use of codes; simply put, meaning comes into 

being through processes of encoding and decoding (Hall 2013). Encoding 

and decoding was popularised in Cultural Studies and related fields, due to 

the work of Stuart Hall. Hall presented a model of communication on 

encoding and decoding as part of his work on television culture. Hall’s (1980) 

theorisation and subsequent model is utilised in this research to explore 

popular media representation around the academies project and 

academisation. 

 

4.4.2 Encoding/Decoding 

Hall’s (1980) encoding/decoding model of communication has roots in 

Cultural Studies and sociology. Murdock (2017) states in his history of this 
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concept that its usage as a model for the study of communication stems from 

Shannon and Weaver (1949). They coined the term as part of wider research 

into the transmission of communication. The way transmission occurred was 

through moments where messages were translated, known as encoding and 

decoding. As a model for the transmission of communication it was Umberto 

Eco who married the concept of encoding and decoding with representation, 

although his approach was one of understanding semiotics and signifying 

practices. Eco focused on the idea of codes as “primary systems of 

communicative conventions”. These primary systems married signs (objects, 

texts, images, etc) with meaning in order to create a convention for 

secondary codes. These, in turn, gave different meaning to those of the 

primary code (Murdock 2017: 1). Thus, representations are not simply a 

means to communicate one meaning, but rather have multiple meanings 

depending on how they are decoded.  

 

Murdock draws attention to how Eco revised his theory several times, well 

before Hall (1980) proposed his model. In one of Eco’s theoretical revisions, 

he stated the need for a systematical mapping of subcodes as part of a wider 

effort to understand “if there are hidden subordinate autonomous cultures, 

with their own differently organized codes” (Murdock 2017: 2). It was from 

this that we find Hall’s response, and first real development into a model of 

encoding/decoding. 

 

In an earlier paper, prior to the release of Hall’s (1980) encoding/decoding 

model, which is still widely recognised and regarded as a pivotal piece of 
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work in the study of media discourse, Hall (1973) wrote on the subject matter 

of encoding and decoding in the study of television discourse. Although both 

pieces of work share the same attributes on the processes of 

communication, Hall’s (1973) paper stencilled out a way of thinking about 

'social relations' present in communication.  

 

Hall (1973) argues that in the study and analysis of culture it is necessary to 

explore the “inter-connection between societal structures and processes and 

formal or symbolic structures” (Hall 1973: 1). This notion arises from the 

problem in the process of encoding and decoding - the production, 

circulation, and interpretation of meaning through language. In society and 

culture, the method of communication between those in structured 

organisations of power, elites, and their audiences is through a form of 

'systematically distorted communication” (Hall 1973: 2). Communication 

occurs between sender and receiver, and this impacts ‘cultural policies’. 

Structured methods are created to, as Hall contends, 'facilitate better 

communication' or 'make communication more effective' (ibid). Processes of 

encoding/decoding have an impact on the way in which meaning is produced 

and consumed and subsequently how culture is represented. 

Representation, through the production of meaning and language, is not an 

after-the-event activity as previously discussed, it occurs in spaces and sites 

such as encoding/decoding. It is very much a social and cultural process, as 

we have already noted there is no true or fixed meaning.  
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The sender/receiver approach has long been perceived as the traditional 

approach to mass communication. Hall (1980) outlined a new 

conceptualisation of communication, one which broke away from the linear 

model, the meaning exchange of information being one way. Hall proposed a 

four-stage model which saw communication as created and sustained 

through independent moments: “production, circulation, 

distribution/consumption, reproduction” (Hall 1980: 118). Each moment in the 

model is independent from one another. As such, the coding of ‘messages’ 

controls how it is received. Although each stage has autonomy to code 

messages there are still limitations, and we should not confuse the difference 

between ‘polysemy’ and ‘pluralism’. That is, something being open to any 

meaning, as opposed to being open to a stricter set of possible meanings. 

Messages have “complex structures of dominance” because there are 

interpretations all of which have “institutional/ political/ ideological order 

imprinted in them and have themselves become institutionalized” (Hall 1980: 

124). Institutional power defines the domains through which messages are 

intended to be read, and embedded in them are meaning, practices and 

ideas.  

 

In this model encoding is the process that informs how the world is 

represented in messages and texts. By the virtue of representation encoding 

produces meaning, and as Hall describes, this meaning is created through 

complex structures of dominance. Hall (1980) theorises that once messages 

have been embedded with meaning they have to be decoded by audiences, 

although his theory does not accept the premise that the audience will 
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interpret the preferred meaning. In this paradigm of communication, the 

decoding process is subjected to three positions through which readers and 

receivers can decode messages; i) dominant; ii) negotiated; iii) oppositional.  

 

The dominant code sees the audience or reader taking the preferred reading 

for the messages in the way it encoded, as such they are “operating inside 

the dominant code” (Hall 1908: 126). The negotiated code is the combination 

of acceptance and rejection of the preferred meaning, operating through 

‘particular or situated logics’. Finally, the oppositional positions do exactly 

that, oppose dominant codes. In the case of popular media, the majority of 

the time there is always a dominant position taken in the decoding process, 

as readers are more than likely to engage with texts they ‘trust’ and align with 

politically and ideologically.  

 

If a newspaper article, for example, argues that academisation is a positive 

development, there may be different reactions. A parent reading about the 

academisation of a local secondary school, might decode the message to 

mean that the academisation of the school is being done so as to raise 

standards. This would be the reader taking a ‘dominant’ position. The 

‘negotiated’ reader would identify and understand that the same 

academisation of the same school is being done in response to apparent 

government efforts to improve standards and decode the message with its 

dominant reading. However, in the same reading, the ‘negotiated’ reader 

might also infer that there is an unequal admission process. The oppositional 

reader in this example might decode the reporting of academisation by 
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opposing the fact local academy schools are controlled through central 

government, taking power away from local authorities. 

 

While there is an argument that positions of decoding suggest that there is 

no certainty in the way a message is received from the encoder, we must not 

forget that the production and interpretation of meaning exist in the space not 

simply with the audience or the text but rather in the space occurring 

between. 

 

My research on the cultural framing of academisation is conducted through 

an exploration and analysis of the representation present in popular media. 

Hall’s (1980) encoding/ decoding model is utilised to explore two aspects of 

culture: i) the meanings that are present in the reporting of academisation, ii) 

what is not and has not been reported. 

 

As part of my analysis I explore how academisation is understood, what 

meanings have been constructed through language around the academies 

project. This is not seeking to answer the debate in education as to whether 

academies are good or bad, right or wrong; that is a completely different 

piece of research which has been conducted already in the education policy 

field. Rather, it is about problematising the representation. If somebody (for 

example a parent, a teacher, a trade union rep, a member of the public) 

wanted to know more about academy schools and how academisation has 

been done, what are they being told and what meanings emerged from the 

way academisation is framed. 
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Secondly, in the process of encoding/decoding there are groups of people 

who will not have been given a voice, and as part of the analysis of the 

representations of academisation, I explore what is missing in the meaning 

that has been circulated. Hall (1992) highlighted in his discussion of the 

narrative around AIDS and its victims that there is a very real question for 

those involved in the study of culture: Who gets their voice heard and who 

does not? 

 

4.5 Circuit of Culture 

Hall’s method to study representation through his encoding/decoding model 

is one way of approaching cultural analysis. Hall (1973) proposed that 

communication was too linear and that messages and meaning are not a 

one-way action. Since then there have developments in Cultural Studies 

which have sought to address this. Johnson (1986/87) theorised a new 

approach to the study of cultural and cultural texts which he termed a ‘circuit 

of culture’. My discussion on culture can be found earlier in this chapter, see 

section 4.3.  

 

There are four different stages in Johnson’s circuit of culture: the  Production, 

Text, Readings, Lived Cultures” (Johnson 1986/87: 46), see figure 4.5.1. 

Each moment in the circuit depends upon the others, however each moment 

has its own individual characteristics. Within the circuit, all cultural products 

need production but the “conditions of their production cannot be inferred by 

scrutinising them as ‘texts’” (Johnson 1986/87: 47). In a similar vein, Johnson 
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argues, cultural products are "read" by people who are not researchers or 

professional analysts. As such, we as analysts cannot “predict these uses 

from our own analysis, or, indeed, from the conditions of production” (ibid.) In 

order to understand the transformation which occurs between production, 

consumption, and reading, it is necessary to understand the conditions of 

reading.  Johnson asserts that common sense, and taken-for-granted 

meanings, “mark the most concrete moments in circuits of culture” (Johnson 

2007: 99).  

 

 

Figure 4.5.1 – Circuit of Culture as theorised by Johnson (1986/87)                                      

 

Johnson (1986/87) describes how in any cultural process there are a variety 

of different interactions available, but “what if they are all false or incomplete, 

liable to mislead, in that they are only partial, and therefore cannot grasp the 
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process as a whole?” (Johnson 1986/87: 46). The variance in meanings 

which can be interpreted might be as a result of the competing social and 

political positions which have, at any stage in the circuit, influenced it. It could 

also be argued that Johnson’s model preserves the “impact of material 

conditions on textual production” (Taylor et al 2002: 608). 

 

Johnson acknowledges that the circuit model is not presented as an 

“adequate account of cultural processes or even of elementary forms”. It is 

not simply enough to use it as a strategy without thinking about the moments 

together (Johnson 1986/87: 73). Rather it is necessary to be more 

transformative and “rethink each moment in the light of the others, importing 

objects and methods of study usually developed in relation to one moment 

into the next” (ibid.) Each moment in the circuit acts autonomously but they 

are interrelated. In Leve’s (2012) analysis of the history of the cultural circuit, 

she argues that it is important to note the relationship between the moments 

of the circuit. She argues that this is what formed the “basis of a 

comprehensive and rigorous approach to the analysis of cultural forms and 

processes as represented in the later model of the Circuit of Culture” (Leve 

2012: 3). 

 

Du Gay et al (2013) adapted Johnson’s circuit of culture in response to the 

evolving and cultural spaces and theoretical challenges. In their 

conceptualisation and development of the circuit, they simplified the structure 

of the circuit with an emphasis on the interconnected way each moment 

within it is linked to one another. The five elements outlined are 
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representations, identity, production, consumption, and regulation, see figure 

4.5.2. As a circuit with interconnected moments Du Gay et al explained that it 

does not matter where one starts, since it is necessary to go through all 

moments within the circuit as part of any analysis of cultural texts. Without 

this, there is a degree of inadequacy in a study. This is strongly emphasised 

as each moment within the circuit is “taken up and reappears in the next 

part” (Du Gay et al 2013:  XXX [SIC]). Starting at the point of representation 

we will find that representations form an integral part in the production of 

identity.  

 

This theoretical model does not include any real world problems. Du Gay et 

al (2013) acknowledge that is not a perfect model. In a real world application, 

these elements are “overlapping and intertwining in complex and contingent 

ways” (Du Gay et al 2013:  XXX [SIC]). Its application is very much 

dependent upon the researcher who uses it. There is no assertion that this 

model is a perfect way of studying culture, as it was developed by cultural 

theorists with the understanding that theories and models contextually 

change. 
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Figure 4.5.2 – Circuit of Culture as later developed by Du Gay et al (2013) 

 

One interesting difference in Du Gay et al’s (2013) model is that they have 

not removed the conditions of public/private and abstract/universal, rather 

they have incorporated them into the conditions of the regulation.  Exploring 

meaning through the moment of representation is one starting point in the 

circuit of culture, a point which will bring us closer to understanding how 

meanings have been produced, circulated and sustained. However,  

meaning is also dependent on the practice of interpretation (Hall et al 2013). 

“Interpretation is sustained by us actively using the code – encoding, putting 

things into the code – and by the person at the other end interpreting – or 

decoding the meaning” (Hall et al 2013: 62). Hall et al (2013) note that 
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meanings change, and such codes operate more like ‘social conventions’ as 

opposed to rigid precedents.  

 

What we can see in the structure of Du Gay et al’s (2013) circuit is that 

meaning is embedded throughout. However, meanings produced in one 

moment will not necessarily be reproduced as having the same meaning in 

another moment in the circuit. With each stage interconnected, they still 

maintain a degree of relative autonomy, insofar as meaning is concerned. 

What can be found in the stage of representation might not be present in the 

stage of production: meanings are transformative and open to modification. 

 

As a method to study culture, the circuit of culture is well equipped to provide 

a method through which to engage and develop an understanding of cultural 

texts. One criticism of the model, Leve (2012) narrates, is its inability to 

analyse and measure the “beliefs and activities of consumers” (Leve 2012: 

4). In this research of the cultural framing of academisation through popular 

media representations, my analysis utilises the circuit of culture. It explores 

its representation through texts, the social identities associated with it, how it 

is produced and consumed, the conditions involved in its regulation and its 

distribution.  

 

Although Johnson’s original model is nearly 35 years old it is still a useful 

theoretical tool in the study of culture and the analysis of cultural texts. This 

research utilises Du Gay et al’s (2013) updated model but nonetheless still 

recognises the significance of Johnson’s (1986/87) approach taking into 
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consideration that it was one of the founding circuits of culture. Nonetheless 

there are still criticisms in the effectiveness of the circuit, even through Du 

Gay et al’s revisions include a developed approach to the study of culture. 

Taylor et al (2002), whilst acknowledging the work of Du Gay in updating the 

circuit, suggest that developments in the way that audiences produce and 

engage with texts requires a new approach to the circuit of culture. Referring 

to the ‘electronic’ and new ‘cyber’ cultures, the emergence of new media and 

the internet have created overlapping contexts within the circuit.  

 

Du Gay et al (2013), as part of their updated second edition, respond to the 

theoretical and practical criticisms emerging from the circuit. The rapid 

development of the internet and new technologies which have come with it 

such as social media platforms like Twitter and Facebook inevitably have 

posed new problems of how to study culture. Du Gay says that the model is 

more than capable of dealing with change, arguing that the theory is “once 

again an open question as to whether the conceptual language of Cultural 

Studies needs to be supplemented or refined in order to best explain them” 

(Du Gay et al 2013: xxiii). Contending that does there need to be change in 

the distinction between “producer and the consumer in favour of talking 

about ‘prosumers' or ‘produsage'? [SIC]” (Ibid.). The application of the model 

and the adaptations which come with the theoretical language around it are 

context specific.  They conclude that it is the role of the researcher to make 

sense of these factors in the context of each study.  
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I conclude my discussion on circuits of culture with an after thought by 

Turner (2003). In his estimation of the circuit of culture he argues that the 

pedagogic value of the circuit can be found in “clarification of the kinds of 

questions that need to be asked in a study of a cultural artefact, product or 

practice” (Turner 2003: 228). Turner offers a simplified practical view of the 

circuit through four questions: i) How is it represented? ii) What identities are 

associated with it? iii) How is it produced and consumed? iv) What 

mechanism regulates its distribution and use? In its most common sense 

understanding, what these questions achieve are ways of approaching 

cultural texts from different perspectives, which ensure that the focus of the 

research is not bound to one moment within the circuit. This has been useful 

for my study of the cultural framing of academisation, and the analysis of 

representation in media reporting. By using the circuit, I focus not just on the 

details of these representations, but also on how they are related to the 

cultural practices which structure the other moments in the circuit of culture. 

 

4.6 Conclusion 

Cultural Studies has a rich conceptual history. There have been many 

developments which have led to evolution and progression of the movement. 

The most important of these was the foundation of the CCCS. Cultural 

Studies has broad roots in the study of race, gender, sexuality, ideology, 

ethnicity, and identity. What many of these fields have shown is the diversity 

present in the way Cultural Studies has been applied as a philosophy of 

theoretical, conceptual, political, and empirical approaches to the study of 

culture. In understanding culture one view has been to approach it as a 
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‘whole’ way of life, in that it takes into account not just areas of ‘high culture’ 

but also the everyday parts of life such as what we read, eat and watch on 

television. 

 

I would argue that this research challenges political representations, as 

academisation in its current iteration is a radical educational ‘movement’ born 

of the Conservative party. Although it does have a much longer history, as I 

explored in Chapter 2, the current movement and trend of academisation 

entered the public imagination in 2010. It is also where the roots of the 

current educational ‘common sense’ on the academies project can be found. 

The reason I describe it as a political representation is because - as 

discussed through Stuart Hall’s discussions on ‘power relations’ during the 

Aids crisis of the 1990s - the current representation could be argued to be 

manufactured, or ‘coded’, by the government and communicated to the 

public.  

 

In the following chapter I explore and outline the methodologies employed in 

this research, with a discussion on the epistemological and ontological 

considerations positions that shape this research. 
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Chapter 5. Research Methodology & Methods 
 

I want to suggest a different metaphor for theoretical work: the metaphor of 

struggle, of wrestling with the angels. The only theory worth having is that 

which you have to fight off, not that which you speak with profound fluency. 

(Hall 1992: 280) 

 

5.1 Introduction 

In the previous chapter I explored the field of Cultural Studies and ways of 

approaching the study of culture. As part of my discussion I examined the 

theoretical and conceptual developments which have occurred in its history. I 

also explored how the study of culture has been applied within different 

contexts and disciplines. I sought to understand how culture is understood in 

the context of everyday social interactions. I outlined the three Cultural 

Studies theories which I utilised to underpin this research. These are the 

theories of representation; encoding/decoding; and the circuit of culture.  

 

In this chapter I begin by presenting how Cultural Studies has informed my 

research methodology. I am referring my approach to the epistemology, 

ontology and methods that shaped and informed my research. I expand on 

some of the theorical discussions in the previous chapter by outlining the 

paradigm where I have situated my research, highlighting poststructuralism 

as the theoretical lens through which I conduct this research. 
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The second half of the chapter outlines the processes of data collection and 

data analysis. Exploring the cultural framing of academisation in the public 

imagination requires methods suitable for the analysis of representation in 

media texts. As part of my analysis I introduce one of Raymond William’s 

approaches in cultural theory and outline its relevance within my analysis. 

Hall’s (1980) model of encoding/decoding is employed in the analysis of 

representations of academisation. In addition, Du Gay et al’s (2013) revised 

‘circuit of culture’, adapted from Johnson (1986/87), is embedded in the 

structure of my analysis in order to explore culture and the cultural framing of 

academisation. This chapter serves to illustrate my approach to the study of 

academisation. Also providing a perspective of how Cultural Studies can be 

used in cross-disciplinary research.  

 

5.2 Cultural Studies as a methodology 

In the previous chapter I located this research in the field of Cultural Studies, 

exploring the cultural framing of academisation through popular media 

representations. Culture as a whole way of life formed and shaped by 

representations, constructed through meaning and language, shaped the 

methodological approach of this research. Arriving at a method for the study 

culture required the acknowledgment that other disciplines have informed the 

practice of doing so. In its comparatively short history, disciplines such as 

“anthropology, literary studies and sociology, philosophy, art history, 

linguistics, media studies, psychoanalysis, politics and history” have all 

contributed to theories, methods and methodologies which have structured 

approaches in Cultural Studies (Oswell 2006: 9-10). Cultural Studies have 



157 | P a g e  
 

been viewed as a cross-disciplinary space for the study of contemporary 

culture.  

 

Although the field is transdisciplinary in its approach to the subject of culture, 

Baker and Jane (2016) argued that Cultural Studies have not been 

“concerned with the technicalities of method but with the philosophical 

approaches that underpin them, that is, methodology” (Baker and Jane 2016: 

35). Furthermore, methodological debates in Cultural Studies, as Baker and 

Jane contend, have focused on the issues of knowledge. There are 

important questions around the philosophy of knowledge that are 

pedagogically separate from issues of research techniques and practical 

methods of analysis. It is easy to outline sets of ‘practical’ methods and ways 

of interrogating data but the “choice of methods says a lot about our 

approach to what is to be known and ways of knowing the world” (Gray 2003: 

4). Determining which methods to use is not always a straightforward 

process. Nelson et al (1992) describes how Cultural Studies is a discipline 

that uses any fields and methods necessary in order to produce knowledge. 

It is methodically ‘ambiguous’, there is “no unique statistical, 

ethnomethodological, or textual analysis to call its own” (Nelson et al 1992: 

2).  

 

The practice of Cultural Studies is to “enable people to understand what is 

going on, and especially to provide ways of thinking” (Hall 1990: 22). Arriving 

at a methodological process which can address these cultural practices is 

dependent upon the research context. Nelson et al (1992) elaborate how 
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research practices are derived in response to research question, which is a 

self-reflective process. The role of the researcher, in any project, has to be 

acknowledged as it is their contextualisation of the research arena that 

informs the study.  Cultural Studies cannot guarantee a way of answering 

these questions. Which is why no methodologies can or should be “privileged 

or even temporarily employed with total security and confidence” nor should 

any methodologies be “eliminated out of hand” (Nelson et al 1992: 2). Every 

method and approach have something to offer from analysing culture. 

Textual analysis, thematic analysis, narrative analysis, rhetoric analysis, 

semiotics, ethnography, content analysis and so on all can provide insights 

and knowledge. Which is why It is crucial to have a thorough methodology 

and defined way of understanding the philosophy of knowledge.  

 

There are many philosophical paradigms in Cultural Studies concerning the 

nature of knowledge and conceptions of reality. Considering the theoretical 

perspectives taken, as discussed in the previous chapter, around 

representation and its relationship with the construction of meaning in 

culture, my research paradigm should reflect this. In approaching a research 

paradigm for the study of culture, I find Johnson et al (2014) conceptualising 

of the process highly informative, figure 5.2.1 

 

Johnson et al (2014) explore the notion of methodological diversity, asserting 

Cultural Studies is pluralistic in its methodologies. As part of their approach 

of detangling the differences and diversity in Cultural Studies, Johnson et al 

offer what they describe as a “more differentiated view of the cultural 
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process” (Johnson et al 2014: 37). They examined methodological 

differences through the lens of a cultural model, presenting a methodological 

circuit. 

 

Their aim in mapping a range of cultural methods was to demonstrate the 

plurality which exists in Cultural Studies. Mapping it within the circuit of 

culture provides a perspective for readers and researchers to utilise when 

positioning their own research in relation to methods. What this cultural 

circuit furthers reinforces is the argument that “no one method is intrinsically 

superior to the rest and each provides a more or less appropriate way of 

exploring some different aspect of cultural process” (Johnson et al 2014: 42). 

This methodological map highlights the plethora of methods and 

philosophies of knowledge available to the cultural analysist.  
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Figure 5.2.1 – Methodological Circuit (Johnson et al 2014: 41) 

 

When developing a method and methodology it is important to recognise 

research practices. Rather than using terms such as ‘methodology’, which 

describes an “indiscriminate interchangeable” process, research practice is a 

more encompassing approach (Johnson et al 2014: 2). Foregrounded in a 
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research practice are the rationales for the choice of research topic. Johnson 

et al describe the importance recognising our own position in the research in 

terms of “the differences we can make to a situation, both in what we do 

when we are researching …  and the more distant effects of our work, such 

as the publications we produce” (2014: 2-3).  A research practice requires us 

to develop and adapt methods that acknowledges questions around our 

enquiry. It is important to recognise ways of practicing research whilst also 

tailoring research practices to meet the requirements of individual research 

enquires. 

 

The central focus of this research is to explore the cultural framing of 

academisation in the public imagination through popular media 

representations. I would position myself within the textual dimension of 

Johnson et al’s (2014) model. In the next section I locate the philosophical 

paradigm where this research is situated and discuss its relevance to 

Cultural Studies. 

 

5.3 Philosophical paradigm 

What is knowable and what the relation of the knower to the known are 

crucial question in research. I argue that they frame and underpin the 

choices made in the way research is undertaken. Our thoughts and beliefs, 

shape research practices, outcomes and interpretations. Practice embeds 

our own agency as researchers and affects the research process. 

Meaningful knowledges obtained are through the decisions in the methods 

selected, the data collected, the analysis undertaken, and the process of 
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interpretation. A philosophical paradigm provides ways of thinking about 

knowledge which guides research practices. 

 

Philosophical paradigms address questions of epistemology and ontology 

which foreground the interactions that we as researchers have with the 

world. In exploring the practice of philosophy there are a variety of different 

theoretical positions available. Moon and Blackman (2014), figure 5.3.1, offer 

an accessible introduction to the general principles of theoretical thinking. 

 

 

Figure 5.3.1 – Spectrum of Philosophical Paradigms (Moon and Blackman 

2014: 4) 

 

The methods chosen and theoretical concepts employed are a self-reflection 

of our own perceptions of reality, and importantly how we come to know what 

is to be known. I have already highlighted that Cultural Studies encompass a 

plurality of methodologies. What can be found within this pluralism are 

various theoretical approaches that can help to decode the way in which we 

make sense of knowledge. Developing a research agenda around the 

cultural framing of academisation is not as simple as fitting it into a category. 

I want to stress that academics and authors across multiple disciplines have 
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sought to simplify and create a basic introduction to key principles of 

philosophical paradigms (Bryman 2013; Savin-Baden and Major 2013; 

Saukko 2003; Deacon 2008). Moon and Blackman’s model, like so many 

others, serves to highlight the broad categorisations and available paradigms 

available for researchers. 

 

Boden, Kenway and Epstein (2005) share a different approach. They 

describe epistemology as a theoretical framework, a lens through which we 

can make sense of how the world works. In practice no singular 

epistemology can provide a total understanding of how the world work, only a 

perspective. Epistemology, or theoretical framework, is about what “counts 

as knowledge in your world view” (Boden, Kenway and Epstein 2005: 41). 

Everyone has some way of comprehending the nature of our reality and 

making sense of knowledge from the world around us. In practice these can 

be conscious and unconscious. The lens through which I view academisation 

and its cultural construction in the public imagination, is shaped by the nature 

of representations, language, meaning, and culture. 

 

Epistemology is one part of developing a methodology. Ontology is the other. 

Moon and Blackman (2014), like other theorists and academics, perceive 

ontology as what exists in the world. Defining the knowable space in which 

we operate. These views are all valid and reliable perspectives however I 

align my understanding of ontology with Boden, Kenway and Epstein’s 

(2005) theorisation. For them ontology is about the nature of knower. 

Ontology is about “how our place in the world, identity and embodied 
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experiences impact on the way in which we see the world” (Boden, Kenway 

and Epstein 2005: 42).Ontology impacts upon the choice of theoretical 

frameworks as they relate to what and how of the world means. In the case 

of academisation and its cultural framing, my ontology is impacted by own 

experiences as former journalists.  

 

The ways in which I read the news and the reporting of education issues 

around mass academisation, is impacted by own scepticism in the way 

popular media operates. My position in this research has created a duality 

around my own experiences. Firstly, I am researcher interested in 

understanding how the radical education policy of academisation has come 

to be normalised in our everyday life. For me the most meaningful way of 

approaching this has been from a Cultural Studies discipline.  I am also a 

trained journalist with a comprehensive understanding of the processes of 

news production. When I read the news I consciously and unconsciously 

think about issues of why certain voices are being heard and other have 

been excluded. I think about issues around what do they want to us to know. 

I continue this discussion on the methodological duality later in this chapter.  

 

In navigating theoretical framework within Cultural Studies, media studies, 

and research in sociology of education I arrived at poststructuralism. 

Poststructuralism is the foundation of my epistemological perspective. In the 

following section discuss poststructuralism as a theoretical lens. 
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5.3.1 Poststructuralism  

 

In grounding the discussion of poststructuralism, it is necessary to develop 

an understanding of structuralism, as poststructuralism is a response to and 

critique of the theory of structuralism. Some of the crucial differences 

between these two theories are in how culture is understood, the nature of 

reality, and the construction of meaning. As two distinct theoretical 

frameworks there are many more difference, but I have highlighted these 

three elements as they influence my epistemology and ontology.  

 

In Cultural Studies, structuralism takes the view of culture as an “ordered 

system or structure” (Longhurst et al 2008: 32). Proposing the idea that 

culture is a “system of coded meaning” which exists in our everyday 

interactions (ibid.).  In studying culture, structuralists tend to explore 

language and how it works as a system in the production of meaning. 

Structuralism explores the relationships between the “conventions and codes 

of languages in the broadest sense, signs, myths or symbols” to understand 

how meaning is made (Johnson et al 2014: 13). In exploring the construction 

of meaning structuralist follow linguistic pathways, rationalising language as 

a system for constructing the world. It privileges the notion that there are 

distinct structures which underly “texts or speech” which ultimately blurs the 

boundary between the two (Longhurst et al 2008: 17).  

 

A common thread within structuralism is role of language in everyday 

interactions with a focus on analysing signs and signifying practises. 



166 | P a g e  
 

“Structuralism abstracts and privileges language and language-like cultural 

forms. Cultural agency, or productivity, is ascribed to the forms through 

which meaning is signified” (Johnson et al 2014: 34).  

 

In the context of Cultural Studies one of the criticisms of structuralism, from a 

poststructuralist perspective, is the nature of reality. Structuralism works 

around the premise of an objective reality in which there are absolute truths 

or “real truths” which can be found (Longhurst et al 2008). In contrast, 

poststructuralism is more interested in understanding the ways in which 

different “versions of truth are produced in texts and through interpretation, 

which is always in dispute and can never be resolved” (Longhurst et al 2008: 

32). This poststructuralist critique and response is important as it structures a 

different epistemology. One centred around polysemy, the plurality of 

meaning in text.  

 

Epistemologically, as a lens through which I make sense of the world, 

poststructuralism is more aligned with my own view of reality. There needs to 

more emphasis on understanding the differences between meaning and the 

notion of reality being constructed through representations. 

 

As a theoretical framework, poststructuralism is concerned with the 

“relationship between human beings, the world, and the practice of making 

and reproducing meaning” (Belsey 2002: 5). Within poststructuralism, Belsey 

(2002) asserts that “consciousness is not the origin of the language we 

speak and images we recognise” (2002: 5), there isn’t an awareness almost 
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of the meanings we learn and reproduce. Although awareness is not at the 

origin of language, Belsey later goes on to describe the nature of language 

and communications. She asserts that “we can choose to intervene with a 

view to altering the meanings – which is to say the norms and values - our 

culture takes for granted” (Belsey 2002: 5). Language represents a way of 

“understanding the world of differencing between things and relating them to 

one another” (Belsey 2002: 10).  

 

In a poststructuralist epistemology, Finkelde SJ (2013) describes meaning as 

dependent on the “inferential network of language” (Finkelde SJ 2013: 1246). 

These networks of language perpetuate existing meanings, but can also 

create differences and create new meanings. Finkelde SJ argues meaning is 

unstable, it “simultaneously ‘is”’ and ‘is not’”, referring to the how meaning is 

both present and is still to come (ibid.) Meaning is a result of the divisions 

occurring through language, there is no definitive meaning. How to think 

about meaning and what we know about meaning, is a reflexive process. 

The existence of meaning cannot be determined through a singular 

epistemology. As a theory of knowledge poststructuralism is part of a 

broader approach in understanding meaning. It works with other theories and 

ways of thinking about ideas of representation and culture, which I outlined in 

the previous chapter. Hall’s theory of encoding/decoding and Johnson’s 

circuit of culture also form a set of ways of thinking about meaning which 

inform this research approach. 
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While structuralism acknowledges “truth as being ‘behind’ or ‘within’ a text, 

post-structuralism stresses the interaction of reader and text as a 

productivity” (Sarup 1993: 3). Sarup argues that our interaction and reading 

of texts is no longer a ‘passive consumption’ but rather a performance which 

involves the reader. The media are in the business of producing and 

disseminating knowledge, information, and ideas. It can be argued that the 

media are not directly responsible for the production and creation of 

meaning. The responsibility lies with the journalists who are writing. 

However, media organisations are still responsible for the publication of 

information journalists produce. The core of what the media do is the 

production of meaning through language, which is translated into meaning by 

the readers.  

 

Structuralism attempts to examine the structure of a system from an 

“impersonal or scientific perspective that of the perceiving or intended 

subject” (Bennington and Young 1987: 1). Poststructuralism is more 

“suspicious of the apparent ease with which this ‘decentring’ of the subject is 

carried out, and to submit that operation to more rigorous consequences of 

difference” (ibid.) With the subject of academisation, it is not merely enough 

to examine and analyse the structures and systems which have existed 

within popular media. There needs to be an analysis on the debates 

occurring, exploring the differences present in reporting and analysing the 

meanings and knowledge created. 
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Poststructuralism does not seek to trace patterns of meaning. There is no 

universal truth being meaning. A poststructuralist epistemology is not 

interested in finding he origins of “political and economic structures” found 

within representations (Longhurst et al 2008: 40). In a poststructuralist 

paradigm tracing systems and structures, I believe is not what counts as 

knowledge, nor does it help us understand reality. The fluidity present in 

language, which creates meaning through representations, is ever changing. 

Embedding this type of paradigm within research requires an openness to 

the idea of a plurality of meaning.  

 

In this research, the analysis of popular media focused less on the common 

factors in representations of academisation and more on the differences. It is 

important to explore the regularly occurring representations as these all build 

an educational commonsense around academisation. However, the voices 

not heard, and what is not being said, are equally important. These should 

not be overlooked, as what is left unsaid and excluded in the reporting of 

education paints a bigger picture of cultural framing of academisation. 

 

I see my epistemology and ontology being influenced through the ways in 

which I view, interact, and understand culture, representation, and language. 

All these aspects of how I perceive to understanding the world through my 

own critical lens, is shared with poststructuralism. Saukko (2003) suggests 

how in a poststructuralist line of inquiry there are two ways of coming to 

terms with the notion of what makes ‘good research’. 
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Firstly, research is there as a process of exposing the “historicity, political 

investments, omissions and blind spots of social ‘truths’” (Saukko 2003: 21). 

This sees the challenging of existing truths, often through an analysis of the 

silenced voices. Furthermore, Saukko narrates how good or valid research 

needs to be mindful and acknowledge its own “historical, political and social 

investments, continuously reflecting back on its own commitments” (Saukko 

2003: 21). Ontologically, Saukko here is highlighting the importance of the 

researcher acknowledging their own position as a participant in the research. 

In section 5.4.1 of this chapter I elaborate further on my position in this 

research. 

 

I do not take poststructuralism to be a singular theory. For me it is a 

theoretical lens that informs how I observe the nature of the reality and how I 

come to understand the world. It is a practice and way of thinking about 

knowledge. In the plurality of Cultural Studies, I find a poststructuralist 

approach works best when situated with other theories. The focus of this 

research is to understand the cultural framing of academisation in the public 

imagination. A poststructuralist approach develops how I interact with 

popular media representations as part of my analysis. It also develops how I 

interact with theories of representation, communication, and culture. In the 

next section I outline the research design, methods and processes for data 

collection and analysis.  
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5.4 Research Design 

This study follows a qualitative research inquiry. The theories of culture, 

representation, and communication, which I discussed in Chapter 4, 

contribute to a qualitative research design. The poststructuralist approach 

taken has influenced the research methodology and shaped the method 

chosen for data analysis. In exploring the cultural framing of academisation 

in the public imagination through popular media representation, my research 

questions follow a qualitative research paradigm.  

 

As I discussed in Chapter 1, there are three questions which this research 

follows, firmly grounded in seeking to understand academisation and its 

cultural framing.  

 

I. What are the dominant and marginalised representations, and 

themes, related to academisation present in popular media? 

II. What are the apparent commonsense narratives in the history of the 

culture of academisation, and how have they contributed to the 

development of an educational commonsense? 

III. What changes have occurred in popular media’s cultural framing of 

academisation between the period of 2010 – 2020. 

 

All three research questions are seeking to understand different aspects of 

the cultural framing of academisation. Briefly though, I need to highlight and 

clarify certain aspect of each question. The first question seeks explore 

dominate and marginalised representations and themes. Hall’s 
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understandings and theories of representation is the approach taken to this 

question. 

 

The second question references the notion of commonsense narratives. I 

explored these notions as part of my wider discussion on the public story of 

academisation in Chapter 3. In answering this question, the textual analysis 

of popular media explores what the taken for granted ways of thinking about 

academisation. These commonsense narratives also contribute to the wider 

mobilisation of what I argue is an educational commonsense way of thinking 

about education and the governance of academisation.  

 

The third research question looks at how meanings have developed in the 

recent timeline of academisation. In Chapter 2 I explored the history of 

academisation. It was in 2010, under the Coalition Government, there was a 

‘reboot’ of the academies programme. It was there that the current way of 

understanding academisation can be found. The approach I take with this 

question is based around Raymond Williams’ (1997) ideas on dominant, 

residual, and emergent culture. I discuss this approach later in this chapter in 

section 5.6.1.  

 

My research questions have been developed in response to understanding 

the cultural framing of academisation. The theoretical frameworks and 

methodological approaches in this research have informed the shape and 

design of the study as a qualitative study. 
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Qualitative research has become a fashionable approach in many disciplines 

and. It is not confined to Cultural Studies. Broadly speaking it is an approach 

commonly used in the social sciences combing diverse research methods 

and strategies. Hammersley and Atkinson (2003) describe qualitative 

approaches as having “intrinsic political and ethical value, in giving voice to 

marginalized and otherwise muted groups” (Hammersley and Atkinson 2003: 

X). Hammersley and Atkinson’s views are echoed by similar social theorists 

who view qualitative inquiry as an accessible method based on individual 

observations, critical analysis, and subjective interpretations (Saukko 2003; 

Pickering 2008; Gray 2003).  

 

The rationale for taking a qualitative approach in this study is in response to 

my research questions. Each question seeks to illuminate different elements 

and aspects of academisation and culture. It has not been possible to draw 

comparison with existing research of the cultural framing of academisation as 

there is a lack of Cultural Studies research on this subject. In other 

disciplines where research has explored education and its relationship with 

the media, as I discussed in Chapter 3, there is more occurrence of 

quantitative and mixed methods approaches. Methods such as content 

analysis, discourse analysis, critical discourse analysis, rhetoric analysis, 

and narrative analysis have been used to answer specific questions. 

Although quantitative analysis has been used in similar research projects it is 

not suitable within the frameworks of my textual analysis. 
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5.4.1 Reflexivity  

A continued process of reflexivity is vital in all research. Establishing the 

relationship of the knower to the known is a necessary step in understanding 

and acknowledging subjectivities in research. The centrality of the researcher 

in a study creates what Gray (2003) describe as a vantage point. In 

developing my reflexive position there are two approaches to be considered: 

firstly: my position in relations to my wider epistemological and theoretical 

position. secondly, my position in relation to my political and intellectual 

frameworks. A reflexive approach must question the “theoretical and other 

assumptions of the project” (Gray 2003: 22).  

 

There is duality in how I am positioned in this research. Firstly, I am a 

researcher exploring cultural texts of academisation. Popular media is the 

site within which I operate as a researcher. My approach is informed through 

the theoretical lens of poststructuralism. Within this epistemology theory I 

utilise theories of communication and culture as part of my interpretation of 

the ways in which academisation has come to be known. I acknowledge 

there are other approaches within the field of Cultural Studies and media 

studies which can be used in the study of education and media. My position 

has been guided by my research questions and the overall aim of 

investigating the cultural framing of academisation. My research practice and 

design has sought to find the most suitable and relevant methods to carry out 

this inquiry as a cultural analysist.  
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The theoretical and academic positions I have taken are informed by my own 

experiences. How I view popular media and the ways in which it operates, as 

a medium for the production and dissemination of information, comes from 

background as a journalist. I have been involved in writing and shaping news 

at a local level. My interest in academisation and the educational inequalities 

arising from it, stems the media’s sensationalisation of the Trojan Horse 

scandal in 2013, which I discuss in greater detail in chapter 8. It was during 

this period there were conflicting messages and media reports. In my reading 

of narratives during this period there was a prevailing demonisation of the 

Muslim community in Birmingham and of Muslims Free Schools. As 

someone who is from a mixed heritage background, I found this troubling. 

News during this period focused less on the implications of the forced 

academisation of the school prior to the scandal. The resulting 

miscommunication and lack of management in the academy chain of the 

school was a contributing factor.  

 

As a journalist my knowledge and beliefs of how the media operates 

influences my positions as a researcher. I am simultaneously a researcher 

analysing the cultural texts about academisation, and a journalist reading 

news written about academisation. In making my own position explicit here I 

account for my background and personal investment in the study. 

Furthermore, I believe being explicit opens the research up to a genuine 

exploration. It allows the research to expand and follow pathways centred 

around the notion of academisation as a cultural construct and political 

representation. 
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5.5 Data collection 

The data in this research was collected from multiple sites consisting of print, 

online, broadcast, and social media. The reason I say media and not news is 

because the media reporting exists without the formality of journalism. Within 

the digital sphere of online media there are spaces which commentate on 

academisation. The sites studied were print newspapers, independent 

websites commentating on academisation, national broadcasts, and 

YouTube. The scope of data collection for this study included all reporting of 

academisation in popular media between January 2010 and January 2020.  

 

The data which was collected for this research can be seen in table 5.5 

which outlines the data collected between the period of 2010 – 2020. The 

majority of the data collected for this research is from print news, as 

explained in the previous chapter. With an average publishing frequency of 

approximately three articles a month of the Daily Mirror and five articles a 

month for the Daily Mail. It is important to note this is an average over a 10-

year period, monthly publishing figures varying depending on the nature of 

what was happening in the government’s programme of academisation. I use 

the term ‘data’ here broadly as while I was collecting and analysing 

newspaper articles, online news content and content collected from YouTube 

and broadcast packages is not referred to as articles in the strictest of 

senses. As such I take taken the approach of referring to all the news 

collected as part of this research, as data.  
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  Data Collected 

Print Newspaper Articles   

Daily Mail 595 

Daily Mirror 376 

    

Online News Articles   

Schools Week 712 

The Canary 36 

    

Broadcast Media   

BBC 3 

Channel 4 1 

    

Social Media   

YouTube 73 

 

Table 5.5.2 – Data collected and analysed 

 

Less data was collected from broadcast media and the social media platform 

YouTube. However, the analysis of the data across these platforms 

(broadcast and YouTube) is still important and relevant since it offers a 

complementary insight into the cultural framing of academisation. It has been 

important to include these perspectives as part of the general familiarisation 

with the data. That is, the initial exploration of popular media across a ten-

year period necessitated a broad overview of the news. This allowed me to 

develop a sense and understanding of the issues present in the reporting of 

academisation. 

 

I should note that it is not possible for me to discuss every representation 

present in popular media which is contributing to a cultural framing of 

academisation. Due to the nature of the large data sets, my approach has 

been to discuss examples and snippets which illustrate the representations 
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and popular media framing. These ‘snippets’ have ranged from headlines to 

sections of reporting which form part of the body of news.  These examples 

serve to highlight the framing of Academisation where in key moments where 

there are loaded representations. 

 

5.5.1 YouTube 

I explored YouTube because it is an increasingly popular space which has 

been utilised by media organisations. Meek (2012) contends YouTube has 

expanded current conceptions of user participation and interaction, allowing 

it to become a “locus of relational communication” (Meek 2012: 1436). 

YouTube is an established form of social media through individually 

generated content. As a platform promoting video sharing, Guo and Harlow 

(2014) describe it as a “new type of alternative media giving voice to 

communities that are systematically ignored by the mainstream media” (Guo 

and Harlow 2014: 281). It is commonplace now to find British Daily 

Newspaper running a variety of social media channels. YouTube is another 

outlet for the communication of visual representations. In addition to 

newspapers having a digital presence, teaching unions, government 

departments, academy schools and academy chains have all shared videos 

about academisation. Although YouTube promotes user-generate content 

there is no escaping the fact it is also being used for political and ideological 

purposes. As a video sharing platform it is has the ability to “perpetuate 

mainstream hegemonic ideologies” (Gue and Harlow 2014: 282). 
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The collection of data from YouTube was two-fold. First, I explored who 

published videos looking at the ‘official’ and user-generated texts. Those 

official ‘verified’ voice were the DfE, British newspaper, Channel 4, teaching 

unions, and academy schools. In exploring user-generated text there was a 

mix of individuals sharing video on the subject academisation. There are 

users who created their own ‘informational’ videos about academies. The 

second element of data collection took into consideration interaction and 

reception. Here I looked the comment section of the videos seeing how it had 

been received and exploring the debates occurring. As part of my analysis 

here I am able to gain a different understanding in the decoding process. The 

interactions different people have can be seen to be express in the 

comments they leave. The analysis of the comments explored how it has 

been decoded. 

 

5.5.2 Newspapers 

The analysis of newspaper articles from daily British newspapers represents 

a significant portion of my data. I have used this vast and rich field to identify 

themes and develop an understanding of the cultural framing of 

academisation which is present in the culture of everyday life.  

 

The analysis and data collection of newspaper articles was carried out in two 

phases.  Phase One looked broadly at UK newspapers across 2010-2012, 

phase two of my analysis  took a more concentrated  approach. In the 

second phase of my analysis, I chose to focus on two daily British 

newspapers The Daily Mirror and The Daily Mail. I wanted to ensure that I 
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was exploring newspaper titles which had opposing ideological and political 

readerships. The rationale being that I was exploring newspapers which 

would frame academisation in different ways - enter the field through very 

different points and focus on particular events of academisation in ways 

which would tend to help reinforce or shore up their readers pre-existing 

anxieties and imaginings of what this 'academisation' might mean for them. 

As I discuss further in this section, I proceed to outline the factors of each 

newspaper and why they were relevant to this research, which would 

ultimately lead to my research focus. 

 

The first phase of data collection and analysis consisted of gathering data in 

the form of newspapers articles across seven national daily British 

newspaper; The Daily Mail, The Daily Telegraphy, The Guardian, The Sun, 

The Daily Mirror, and The Times for the period of 2010 and 2012. Stage two 

saw a more concentrated analysis of two daily newspaper up until 2020, 

these were The Daily Mail and The Daily Mirror. The rationale for exploring 

seven daily newspapers between 2010 – 2012 was  because my aim was to 

explore how academisation had been framed in the national press in the 

early years of academisation. As I discussed in Chapter 2, the Academies 

Act 2010 was a radical education policy which dramatically changed the 

British educational landscape, as such exploring how daily British 

newspapers had represented this educational shift was significant. I note 

here though, the rationale for not carrying out an analysis over a decade long 

period between 2010 – 2020 in seven daily British newspapers was because 
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it was my intention to further explore the framing and representations of 

Academisation within the media, not simply just newspapers.  

 

The Times Telegraph Daily Mail Guardian Independent The Sun Daily Mirror

2010 979 622 640 587 362 281 449

2011 1009 837 693 582 385 377 436

2012 1074 882 646 516 367 389 406

2013 1010 898 557 599 349 405 384

2014 1267 891 703 648 386 470 460

2015 1168 703 800 607 310 574 464  

Figure 5.5.2.1 – Initial ProQuest search data (2010 – 2015) 

 

Prior to the start of my data collection, I took the time to explore how much 

had been published since 2010 about Academies, Academy Schools, and 

Academisation. Through a primary keyword search I discovered that the 

topic of academies and academy schools were receiving significant attention 

from newspapers. What can be seen in figure 5.5.2.1 is the varied around of 

articles being published by newspapers at the time. The higher publication 

figures from The Times and The Daily Telegraphy was concerning as there 

was a noticeably different amount of articles being comparatively published 

by their competitors. Upon closer inspection of the articles being published it 

soon became apparent that while there appears to a higher rates of 

publications by The Times, Daily Telegraph, and Daily Mail these 

newspapers actually had several editions published on the same day, and 

regional editions published outside of London. These inflated figures are only 

an indication of how much was published and necessarily an accurate 

representation of how many newspaper articles were published especially 

about academy schools and academisation. As I note at the start of section 
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5.5, and can be seen in table 5.5, over a 10-year period I collected and 

analysed significantly less articles than what was initially discovered in the 

primary search. The utilisation of the keyword search functionality in 

ProQuest, for academisation, academy schools, academies retrieved articles 

corresponding to football academies, the academy award such as the 

Oscars and the BAFTAs, and at times the Royal Academy.    

As part of the rationale for exploring only two newspapers for the second 

phase of my data analysis, it was important that I took into consideration the 

sheer scale of newspaper articles that were present across seven daily 

newspapers.  

 

While the scale of how many articles where being publication was important, 

more consideration was given  to newspaper readerships, circulation 

statistics, political affiliations, and finally age and gender demographics. 

These factors led to the rationale as to why this research focussed on The 

Daily Mail and The Daily Mirror for the second phases of the analysis. It is 

difficult to determine the political orientation of newspapers as it is not 

common for a newspaper to explicitly state their affiliation. Shor et al (2014) 

argue that media organisations have traditions, identities and political 

agendas.  Although not overt these processes shape “decisions such as 

which editors and journalists should work for the outlet, what topics should 

be covered, and what political inclination the coverage should take” (Shor et 

al 2014: 1216). Shor et al continue by noting that political agendas and 

identities of media organisations can change over time, usually in response 

to new management or editors. However, most of the time there is stability. 
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In order to develop a better understanding of the political affiliations of British 

newspapers I explored voter readership during the period of the recent 

general elections (Yougov 2015, 2017; Ipsos MORI 2010).  

 

 

Figure 5.5.2.2 – Ipsos MORI (2010) readership breakdown of the 2010 

general election 

 

The voter readership was my starting point as it was from here that I began 

to build a picture of which two newspapers I wanted to concentrate my 

research and analysis. What can be seen in figure 5.5.2.2. is that The Daily 

Mirror and The Daily Mail have a similar voter habits, 59% of their readership 

voted for on political organisation while there as still a general consistent 

spread of Lib/Dems which was more so than their competitors. This is an 

indicator of their political readerships. While it can be argued that The 

Guardian and The Sun have an element of reflection with regards to having 

similar voter trends, as I discuss further in this section of the chapter, they do 
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not have the same comparable circulation figures. This was another factor 

that influenced my decision on selecting two newspapers.  

 

Figure 5.5.2.3 – YouGov (2015) readership habits of during the 2015 general 

election 

 

Similarly, again in 2015 the political voter habits in The Daily Mail and The 

Daily Mirror remained consistent with only some minor changes to the 

percentage of voter habits in the case of The Daily Mirror which became 

somewhat more left-Labour leaning. The inference which can be taken here 

is that there is a high degree of probability that the type of news reporting 

these two newspapers were publishing was meeting the expectations and 

standards expected by Conservative and Labour demographics  
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Figure 5.5.2.4 – YouGov (2017) voter readership data during the 2017 

general election 

 

Expanding on the rationale as to why I chose The Daily Mirror and The Daily 

Mail, I wanted to ensure that I analysed articles from newspapers that had 

different political readerships but were also not polar opposites on the 

political spectrum. I would argue that the Mirror and Mail are not, while over a 

seven-year period their readership according to voter habits at general 

elections has increased they are not at the extremes of the spectrum.  

 

It should be noted that voter readership is not the same as a declaration of 

political affiliation. It is an illustration of the political ideologies among print 

news audiences. During the period of three general elections, this data 

suggests The Daily Mail and The Daily Mirror, like most newspaper, have 
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retained a degree stability among their readership. It was important for my 

analysis to have two newspapers who had difference political agendas. The 

Daily Mail and The Daily Mirror, based on these voter trends, are positioned 

centre right and centre left of the political spectrum respectively, unlike the 

Telegraphy or The Guardian who are closer to each end of the spectrum.  

 

In addition to political readership, the circulation figures and statistics of daily 

British newspapers also informed my choice as to the newspapers I focussed 

on analysing. . Circulation statistics counts how many copies of a publication 

have been distributed to the public. I aggregated the data published by the 

Audit Bureau of Circulations (ABCs) between 2013 – 2020 on the circulation 

of daily British newspapers. There was no freely available data for the period 

between 2010 – 2012, at the time of compiling the statistics What can be 

seen in figure 5.5.2.5 is a steady decline across the print newspaper sector. 

However, some newspapers have declined more than others. In selecting 

two newspapers to further concentrate my analysis on, an important factor, in 

addition to voter readership, was the newspapers retained a strong 

audience. Although The Sun might appear to have been  a better choice than 

The Daily Mail with respect to them having the highest circulation, 

comparatively they were publishing significantly less articles on 

academisation, and their audience’s voter readership was not as stable as 

The Daily Mail. These elements where important factors for this research, as 

it was important to strike a balance. As part of the rationale for focussing on 

The Daily Mirror, their circulation, while declining, was still stronger than its 

competitors with regards to retaining a left-Labour oriented audience. 
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2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020

Telegraph 588K 544K 494K 472K 472K 385K 360K

Express 529K 500K 457K 408K 392K 364K 321K 289K

Mail 1.8M 1.7M 1.6M 1.5M 1.5M 1.3M 1.2M 1.1M

Sun 2.4M 2.2M 1.9M 1.7M 1.6M 1.5M 1.4M 1.2M

Times 399K 384K 396K 404K 451K 440K 417K 359K

Mirror 1M 992K 922K 809K 724K 583K 508K 441K

Guardian 204K 207K 185K 164K 156K 152K 141K 126K  

Table 5.5.2.5 – Aggregated circulation figures of British daily newspapers 

from 2013 – 2020 

 

Although, the readership, circulation, and frequency of publication on 

Academisation were factors in choosing the two newspapers to concentrate 

my analysis, I further explored newspaper audience demographics. Taking 

into consideration the factors so far through the representations of academy 

schools, and academisation, there was an apparent polarity in the audiences 

which these two newspapers attracts. In a report by Ofcom, figure 5.5.2.3 on 

news consumption in the UK in 2020, there are some interesting trends with 

gender and ethnic composition of newspaper audiences. 
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Figure 5.5.2.6 Ofcom News Consumption Survey 2020 (Ofcom 2020) 

 

There is something to be said about how the apparent differences in 

newspaper audiences can potentially have an impact on the types of 

educational framings which may occur, and the subsequent representations. 

Focussing specially on The Daily Mail and The Daily Mirror they contrast with 

each other with respect to audience’s age, ethnicity, gender, and socio-

economic group. While these newspaper’s socio-economic status only 

marginally differs, it does nevertheless provide an indication as to the 

potential opinions and orientations their audiences may have toward 

education and schooling. What will be interesting to see, based on Ofcom’s 

(2020) reader survey, is if these differences are translated through the 

representations which occurred in their news reporting of academisation and 

academy schools. The polarity in knowing that The Daily Mail is read more 

widely by White, Middle Class, Women, as opposed to The Daily Mirror 

whose audience identify more as non-White, Working Class, Men, can 

impact the ways educational news is reported. 
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The practicalities of my newspaper data collection centred around utilising 

ProQuest to search for and collect print news articles about academisation. 

ProQuest is an online digital repository stores transcribed copies of all daily 

newspaper articles published. The advantage of utilising a digital archive as 

opposed to hard copies, was that ProQuest retained full search functionality. 

Specific keyword searches were employed to target reporting of Academies. 

Keywords such as ‘academies’, ‘academisation’, ‘academy school’, were 

initially used  in the primary search. After which further keywords were 

identified and added to the search to help narrow down and identify articles. 

The processes of identifying which keywords to further include in the search 

was iterative. After collecting articles month-by-month I began the process of 

familiarisation and initial coding of the articles. As part of this coding and 

analysis some of the additional keyword identified were ‘free schools’, 

‘Michael Gove’, ‘Nicky Morgan’, ‘faith schools’, ‘DfE’, and ‘Regional schools 

commissioner’. Throughout the period of the  of       

 

As I mentioned earlier, there was a large amount of articles published on the 

topic of academisation.  In addition to expanding on keyword search, not all 

the articles where revenant for this research, as such I developed a criterion 

for collecting the most relevant newspaper articles.. 

 

 Firstly, articles had to be reporting news about academisation. In many 

instances academies and academy schools were mentioned but were not the 

subject of the story. For example, in debates around free school meals there 

were instances where academy schools were mentioned. Secondly, the 
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theme of academisation had to be the subject of the story. For example, the 

reporting of new initiatives within the academies programme. Thirdly, the 

news being reported had to relate the in some way to the effects of 

academisation. The reporting of the ‘Trojan Horse’ scandal is an example of 

this, (see chapter 8). During this period there were significant media debates 

around the failures of the academies programme. The implication of this 

were mixed with media commentators suggesting a variety of different 

approaches to prevent future problems. 

 

What I am looking for are the wider implication on the ways in which the 

audience come to understand academies and academisation. These are 

broad criteria and not every article had to meet all three elements 

simultaneously. Rather, there had to be a sense that what was being 

reported related to a way of understanding debates and processes around 

academisation. 

 

5.5.3 Online news 

The transformations which have occurred in journalism and news media are 

as a result of the growth of the internet and digital technologies. 

 

I explored online news because the internet is a new space in the production 

of representations. Fenton (2010) describes how the changing nature of 

technology has dismantled the “structures of news media as we know them” 

(Fenton 2010: 4). The accessibility and availability of online news has 

opened “new possibilities for news presentation that cannot be found in hard 



191 | P a g e  
 

copy form” (ibid.: 7). Online news is a continually growing industry that does 

not conform to the same patterns of print news. Information sharing platforms 

and websites have created an on-demand service for news. There are new 

challenges in the availability of new information streams. Karlsson and 

Sjøvaag (2016) argue that in “the contemporary news ecology it becomes 

increasingly difficult to pin down where the news is produced, distributed and 

consumed as news appears in so many places—and comes in so many 

forms—at once” (Karlsson and Sjøvaag 2016: 180).  

 

The online news platforms I explored were Schools Week and The Canary. 

Schools Week is an independent online news outlet focusing on education. 

Their platform is marketed as providing investigative education journalism. 

Their readership is not explicitly defined but from the service they provide 

and the content they publish their audience are predominantly education 

professionals. The content, adverts, and jobs they promote are for those in 

the education sector. I explored Schools Week because it is a dedicated 

educational news platform. My analysis looked at the differences between 

how this specialist news platform framed academisation as opposed to the 

framing by print media.  

 

The Canary was the second online platform studied. It is marketed as an 

‘independent non-profit news website’. Founded in 2015, it has seen growth 

rapid with UK audiences. Recent data showed that in 2016 it was ranked 79th 

within the top 100 UK media publishers, attracting an average of 7.5 million 

daily views (Similarweb 2017). In comparison with print news, The Canary 



192 | P a g e  
 

significantly overtakes daily print newspaper readership figures. However, in 

the same month, for comparison The Mail Online had 422 million daily views 

and The Mirror has 99 million. As a popular UK online media platform the 

analysis explored the difference in the framing of academisation. As a 

researcher and journalist, I had an expectation going into the analysis that 

The Canary is a left-wing Labour media outlet and expected the framing of 

academisation to reflect this.  

 

In the initial stages of data collection, I also explored The Times Educational 

Supplement (TES). However, due to the complexities of their website I made 

the decision to exclude the TES. The TES does not have their own built-in 

search functionality, they rely on an embedded Google search on their 

website. This proved challenging to sort and retrieve data with many keyword 

searches being ineffective and returning higher rates of non-academisation 

based articles. I had no such trouble with The Canary or Schools Week. Data 

was collected. by using the same search terms and criteria which I put in 

place for print news. This ensured a relative degree of uniformity of data 

collection across all media platforms. 

 

5.5.4 Broadcast media 

Within broadcast media, I explored how television media framed 

academisation. The role of television in the culture of everyday of life should 

not forgotten. As I previously discussed, the expansion and growth of the 

technology has impacted online readerships. Technological development has 

changed the dynamics of television news.  Ekström and Patrona (2011) 
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describe how changes in the broadcasting landscape, made possible by the 

internet, have allowed for platforms to increase audience interaction. The 

shift towards online has “opened the doors for traditional TV stations 

broadcasting live on the Web, on demand TV content, and radio stations 

being reachable worldwide” (Ekström and Patrona 2011: 1). The BBC for 

example has seen a steady increase in their audience participation. Data 

published by the BBC from 2017, 2018, 2019 shows BBC News’ online 

platform steadily increase, from 372 million, 376 million, to 426 million 

viewers (BBC 2017, 2018, 2019). It is worth noting these readership figures 

represent BBC News online which encompasses a global audience. In 2019 

Ofcom published data revealing audience retention across the main five UK 

broadcasters, figure 5.5.4.1. Although there has been a steady decline in 

audience viewership, we can see that the BBC, ITV, and Channel 4 still 

reach a considerable proportion of the British public. 

 

Figure 5.5.4.1 – UK broadcast media audience retention figures (Ofcom 

2019) 

 



194 | P a g e  
 

On academisation I analysed the narratives and themes present within 

broadcast news coverage. An important element of the analysis was being 

conscious in thinking of the framing as the point of entry and the perspective 

of a story. In a way it is the bit that says something which come into the story 

through this framing to find out what it means for you and your life. Once in 

the story particular themes are narrated in very specific ways to ensure the 

framing is both right for the reader but also reinforces and builds on the 

reader's pre-existing ways of making sense of the world - the themes and 

narrative are part of the framing - they make the framing coherent for the 

reader.  

 

The major challenge with collecting data came as I was reliant on online 

archive. I was able to collect short investigative journalism pieces produced 

by Panorama and Dispatches. The majority of my data came from short 

news items. As part of the  analysis, I explored what meta-narratives were 

introduced in TV news coverage and what the dominant hegemonic codes 

were. 

 

Where possible each broadcast item was screen captured to ensure it would 

not be lost or made unavailable should the online provider archive it. These 

materials were being used for the purposes of a research study and not for 

redistribution. I therefore was not in breach of any copyright. Researchers, 

during their study, are permitted to copy parts of broadcasts without 

infringement. This falls in line with guidance on ‘exceptions to copyright in 



195 | P a g e  
 

education and teaching’ as published by the Intellectual Property Office 

(2014). 

 

5.5.5 Data Organisation 

The data collected was imported into NVivo, a qualitative data analysis 

software. NVivo was used to compile and store my data sets, and it was also 

the primary site for data analysis. NCapture for NVivo, a web browser add-

on, was utilised to capture all online texts as found in their original form. This 

preserved the accuracy of the data as it reduces the impact of researcher 

error in having to copy and paste the text either directly into NVivo or Word.  

 

The benefit of NVivo lay in its ability to manage large datasets and retain a 

full functionality. The bulk of my data was collected in early 2019. Since the 

initial data colletion more news of academisation has been published. This is 

why I have continually updated my data set to include news up until the start 

of 2020, to accommodate new and recent developments in the field of 

academisation.  

 

I recognise that by focusing on multiple sites within popular media this 

research has generated a substantive body of data. Exploring 

representations across different sites of popular media is a necessary part in 

exploring the cultural discussion which have occurred around the framing of 

academisation.  

 

5.6 Textual analysis 
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There is a multiplicity of methods available to study and explore the cultural 

framing of academisation. The approach taken for data analysis considered 

the theoretical lens through which I view and understand the world. Also, the 

methodological implication required an approach structured around a 

qualitative research paradigm. It was important this research did not reduce 

the cultural framing of academisation to a content-based analysis. As such 

the primary data analysis was a thematic analysis grounded in an 

understanding of textual analysis. When considering thematic analysis, it 

was important to take into consideration that framing is linked to the creation 

of themes, through the processes of perspective and texts. Returning to the 

notion that a frame typically has strong frames which projects the reader into 

the story from a particular perspective. It is through a thematic analysis that I 

can explore the frames present. 

 

Textual analysis is the approach utilised in this research. As a method it 

allows “researchers to gather information about how other human beings 

make sense of the world” (McKee 2003: 1). When exploring a text through a 

textual analysis, McKee (2003) contends we are making an “educated guess 

at some of the most likely interpretations that might be made of that text” 

(ibid.). I should clarify the usage of the term texts. Texts are any type of form 

of “cultural item that can be ‘read’ or interpreted” (Longhurst et al 2008: 26). 

The texts in this study are comprised of newspaper and website articles, 

YouTube videos, and television broadcasts. In the context of this research 

the data collected was predominantly news about academisation. News is a 

form of culture produced within a cultural system structured around a 
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“reservoir of stored cultural meanings” (Schudson 1995: 14). As a cultural 

text, news contributes to the culture of everyday life. It “incorporates 

assumptions about what matters, what makes sense, what time and place 

we live in and what range of considerations we should take seriously” (ibid.). 

In exploring the cultural framing of academisation it is important to keep the 

‘text’ at the centre of the analysis. 

 

Fürsich (2009) offer a perspective of textual analysis as a way of focusing on 

the “the underlying ideological and cultural assumptions of the text” (Fürsich 

2009: 240). In the context of analysing media texts, Fürsich argues there are 

“distinctive discursive moment between encoding and decoding” and textual 

analysis offers a way of navigating the “latent meaning, but also implicit 

patterns, assumptions and omissions of a text” (Fürsich 2009: 241). Media 

texts are a site of ideological negotiation that can construct a reality and a 

particular way of understanding reality. What textual analysis offers is an 

approach to exploring meaning making and sense making through texts. 

 

Meaning making is predominantly an “individual process that either 

challenges or confirms people’s view of reality and their relationship to the 

world” (Punnett 2018: 17). Whereas sense making “reorients a group into a 

commonly constructed reality” (ibid.). Punnett (2018) describes the 

differences between these two concepts. He highlights that it is through a 

theoretical lens that we can analyse the meaning of texts. In the context of 

this research, the textual analysis of popular media looked at both meaning 

making and sense making. The meaning making is not seeking to 
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understand how audiences have interpreted academisation, as that is a 

different study. Rather, by analysing media texts I am exploring the 

meanings present in texts, and meanings that are available for audiences.  

 

Johnson et al (2014) highlights how methods attempting to understand 

“cultural formation” requires an exploration of the texts which produce them 

(Johnson et al 2014: 40). Methods have to explore the processes and 

“system of connections and relations” connects with texts (ibid. 42). Texts 

are infused with political and ideological meaning produced under the 

condition of a consumerist mentality which alters the cultural framing of texts. 

The analysis of texts needs to be considered within the framework of a 

cultural circuit. The circuit of culture, as discussed in Chapter 4, has many 

moments where researchers can situate themselves in order to study cultural 

formations. In the context of this research of the cultural framing of 

academisation the research questions do not require the study those who 

interact with popular media. However, maintaining a theoretical awareness of 

the other moments in the circuit, where texts have to pass through is 

imperative. Johnson et al argue the concern of the poststructuralist in the 

circuit of culture are to the “pressures that texts put on readers” (Johnson et 

al 2014: 40). In the case of academisation the text is the object of the 

analysis. I am interested in what the text brings to current debates of 

academisation through the framing which has occurred.  
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Textual analysis offers a way of thinking about the broad approach to 

analysing texts. Within this research thematic analysis was the method and 

lens through which I applied to my data in order to carry out my analysis. 

 

5.6.1 Thematic Analysis (TA) 

As a methodical approach thematic analysis offers a way of interacting with 

text as part of an ongoing effort to search for themes (Bryman 2012). Unlike 

other methods of textual analysis, Bryman (2012) argues that thematic 

analysis is an underdeveloped procedure, in the sense that it is not rigid or 

constrictive in the way a researcher can carry out their analysis. There are no 

specific steps or set instructions for how to conduct a thematic analysis 

(Bryman 2012), rather are guiding principles. The purpose of employing a 

thematic analysis is the ability to be to identify and generate themes from 

data. How to identify themes is a far more complex task, through which there 

has been some methodological debates. 

 

When considering ‘what is a theme?’ Bryman (2012) argue that overall, it is a 

“category identified by the analyst” through their data (Bryman 2012: 584). 

These themes should be relevant and relatable to the research focus, and 

importantly, a theme, according to Bryman, “builds on codes identified” in the 

texts previously (ibid.) There is some sense that thematic analysis is a 

continually evolving process, constantly building on previously identified 

themes. Braune and Clarke (2012) describes how as an approach thematic 

analysis offers a way of interacting with texts in such a way which develops 

insights into patterns of meaning. “Through focusing on meaning across a 
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data set, TA allows the researcher to see and make sense of collective or 

shared meanings and experiences… identifying unique and idiosyncratic 

meanings and experiences found only within a single data item is not the 

focus of TA.” (Braune and Clarke 2012: 57). The role of TA as a mode and 

method for the analysis of text should consider the commonalities of the 

research topic. The processes and ways through which it is introduced, 

maintained, spoken or written about. It is through this way of thinking about 

TA that allows the researcher to explore their data. Within this research the 

identification themes are a constantly evolving and iterative process, how 

academisation has been represented by popular media has continually 

developed over time. Much of this development has contributed to the 

emergence of new themes such as standards and performance, governance, 

and freedom, as I discuss in the forthcoming chapters. 

 

I am cautious in mobilising thematic analysis as a method for the coding and 

analysis of data in this research without acknowledging the potential 

problems associated with its practice. Bazeley (2013) describes some of the 

potential dangers of thematic analysis, one of which is it can become a “label 

applied to very descriptive writing about a list of ideas (or concepts or 

categories), supported by limited evidence” (Bazeley 2013: 191). While from 

the outset it may appear that thematic analysis is relatively easy, the 

identification and generation of themes present in data, are more rigorous 

mechanises which must be accounted for. Themes are part of a wider 

categories of ideas, which should at the very least link to other categories of 

themes. Without any justification or explanation as to their occurrence in the 
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data they have been ‘discovered’ in can lead to a lack of strength in the 

quality of coding and subsequent analysis. Within this research themes are 

viewed as part of the wider cultural framing. Some of the themes are 

metonymic, for example above – standards, performance, freedom – appear 

together in clusters and they are themes central to any Conservative framing 

of academisation. 

 

Bazeley (2013) is more critical of thematic analysis as a research method, 

not because it is ineffective but rather because there is a lack of critical 

awareness on how to deploy it effectively. Bazeley (2013) contends there are 

various strategies for the construction and generation of themes (2013: 192-

193). Most relevant to this research would be developing an awareness of 

academisation through an awareness of patterns and trends in reporting in 

news. The term academisation and Academy will have meaning which is 

constructed through the way it has been reported in the media. What this 

means will be the subject of my thematic analysis, it is through developing a 

critical and conscious awareness of how they have been represented that I 

can began to explore their meaning. 

 

5.6.2 Dominant, Residual, and Emergent Ideology 

Raymond Williams’ contribution to Cultural Studies is well recognised. In 

Chapter 4 I discussed some of his theories and approaches to culture, 

highlight a way of understanding culture as “a whole way of life” (Williams 

1961). In the wider field of Cultural Studies, Williams also contributed to the 

development of cultural theory (William 1977: 5). As part of his discussions, 
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Williams (1977) presents a theoretical approach to the analysis of cultural 

products and ways of understanding different modes of cultural production. 

This theoretical approach to cultural production is included in this here 

because, Williams’ theory is utilised as part of my analytical strategy within 

the thematic analysis of academisation. 

 

When approaching cultural processes it is necessary to consider culture 

through its “variable processes” and “social definitions”; these are the 

traditions associated with a particular culture (Williams 1997: 121). 

Furthermore, culture should also be understood through the “dynamic 

interrelations” which occur in cultural processes (ibid.) These are the 

moments in the history of a culture which have led to its development and 

current way interpretation. The analysis of culture, and the developments in 

cultural processes, should be explored within Williams’ framework, through 

what he describes as the dominant, the residual, and the emergent. Williams’ 

cultural theory is one approach to understanding culture and how culture is 

maintained as dominant. 

 

The characteristics of a dominant culture, Williams suggests can be best 

understood through the differences occurring between the ‘residual’ and 

‘emergent’ stages in a cultural process. The effectiveness of a culture can be 

explored through the negotiated changes occurring in its history. Bryson 

(2008) suggests the framework of culture, and systems of culture, which 

Williams theorises is centred around the “assumption of society being in a 

state of constant cultural change and negotiation” (Bryson 2008: 747). 
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Society is subject to change but what can be found within society are 

structured system of meaning where dominant cultures exist.  Exploring 

dominant culture, Williams suggests, can be best understood through an 

“epochal analysis” with an emphasis on “dominant and definitive lineaments 

and features” (Williams 1977: 121). The ‘epochal’ here can be seen as those 

events that have occurred during a period that have brought about a new a 

way of understanding. Academisation brought about a new epoch in 

education.  

 

In processes of cultural production, it is from the residual and emergent 

cultures that we can begin to understand the dominant. The residual are 

those elements from old cultural practices which still exist in society. They 

are embedded in the current practices of the dominant culture. Williams 

stresses that the residual is not the same as archaic. There is often a 

misinterpretation of the two terms. Archaic is an old fashion practice which is 

observed, examined and “on occasion to be consciously revived” (Williams 

1977: 122). The ‘archaic’ culture operates in the past, the residual, though, 

functions in the present. The residual is different from the dominant culture, 

but it still resides in society. Williams (1977) describes how “certain 

experiences, meanings, and values which cannot be expressed or 

substantially verified in terms of the dominant culture, are nevertheless lived 

and practised on the basis of the residue-cultural as well as social of some 

previous social and cultural institution or formation” (Williams 1977: 122).  
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In the context of education there is a dominant narrative normalising the way 

we perceive academisation. Academies and academy schools have become 

part of our educational common-sense in how the practice of education is 

known. The effects of academisation, over the last ten-years at least, still 

shapes the cultural perceptions of the academies programme today. The 

residual culture of academisation can still be found in the dominant culture of 

academisation. Narratives which are still perpetuated today, such as the 

benefits of greater autonomy in the management of academy schools, are 

traits of the residual. Williams describes how the residual culture may have 

an “alternative or even oppositional relation to the dominant culture” but we 

can still find it residing as a way of making sense of the current dominant 

culture (Williams 1977: 122-123). There are other residual traits in the culture 

of academisation which I explore in my analysis of popular media 

representations. 

 

The residual shapes how the dominant is perceived, lived, and practiced in 

the present. In the process of cultural production there is also the emergent 

culture. Williams (1977) outlines the emergent as the “new meanings and 

values, new practices, new relationships and kinds of relationship” that are 

continually being produced. The problem with the emergent, is that it is not 

always clear which elements of emergent culture are incorporated into the 

dominant and which are not.  

 

Emergent culture represents a new phase of the dominant, however within 

new phases of the emergent there are elements which are alternative or 
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oppositional to the dominant. The alternative poses differences to the 

dominant without the opposition to the current practice. The oppositional is 

more overt and confrontational to the dominant, seeking change. The 

emergent is a continual process of changing and shaping the dominant 

culture into something new. Emergent culture is not fixed, it does not end 

when there is a new dominant. Williams shares the view, when it comes to 

understanding cultural processes “definitions of the emergent, as of the 

residual, can be made only in relation to a full sense of the dominant” 

(Williams 1977: 123-124).  

 

An example of a new emergent narrative in the culture of academisation can 

be found during the Coronavirus pandemic. In May 2020, as lockdown 

restriction began to ease, the British Government suggest that schools could 

re-open by June 1st. There has been much debate from teaching unions, 

some of whom have opposed this action on the ground of public health. 

However, during this time the Department for Education have released 

guidance for schools and actions for academisations during the coronavirus. 

Academies are not controlled by the local authority; as such they have the 

power to determine when they want to reopen.  

 

In this thesis I refer to extracts from the Mirror as residual, but I do not intend 

to say that the Mirror as a newspaper is residual but rather they are bringing  

up old framings and representations which have residual meaning. 
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I use Williams’ framework of the dominant, residual and emergent as part of 

my textual analysis to explore academisation in popular media. The analysis 

breakdown the reporting of academies and academies school, exploring the 

narratives and common-sense interpretations. Furthermore, the textual 

analysis looks at what the dominant, residual and emergent cultures have 

been in popular media. Through this theoretical model I am able to further 

explore the framing of academisation. 

 

5.7 Conclusion 

I began this chapter with a metaphor of wrestling with angels, as narrated by 

Stuart Hall. Steeped with biblical connotations, Hall’s narration has served a 

useful purpose. “The only theory worth having is that which you have to fight 

off, not that which you speak with profound fluency” (Hall 1992: 280). In 

Chapter 4 I presented the theoretical approaches which underpin this study. 

In this chapter I continued with my discussions of Cultural Studies by 

exploring the methodological approaches found within the discipline. My aim 

has been to present a methodology and epistemology relevant to this 

research not the wider discipline of Cultural Studies. I explored 

poststructuralism as the theoretical lens that has shaped the structure of my 

research and the modes of data analysis. Thematic analysis as a method 

can be better understood as a lens applied to texts through which the 

research can interactive and explore meaning. The application of theoretical 

frameworks by Hall, Johnson, and Williams have benefited the thematic 

analysis in this research.  
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In the next chapter I present my findings and analysis of popular media. I 

explored and identified what the dominant and marginalised representations 

and theme of academisation were in popular media. After which I present a 

discussion on the first stages of the cultural framing of academisation. 

 

 

  



208 | P a g e  
 

Chapter 6. Challenging Academies: The shift 
from an old to a new culture of academisation 
(2010 – 2011) 
 

… cultural analysis not only identifies the underlying patterns, but discovers 

the similarities existing between the patterns of apparently different spheres 

of human activity. In other words, the patterns that are the object of cultural 

analysis exist not just in the ways people behave but within the underlying 

set of relations which constitute the social formation. The cultural analyst 

identifies the key ideas, the key words, the key definitions, which hold the 

whole culture together. But they also expect to find that matrix expressed in 

other, different practices. The work of analysis consists of looking for the 

similarities in the pattern, looking for the homologies. (Hall 1983: 35) 

 

6.1 Introduction 

In this chapter I examine and identify the dominant and marginalised 

representations and themes present in the reporting of academisation 

between 2010 and 2011. This work has helped me to develop an 

understanding of the history of the present, and the conditions through which 

the idea of academisation has come to be accepted. This analysis explores a 

spectrum of print media which contributes to the wider cultural production 

and consumption of the ‘meaning’ of academisation as a concept. 

 

In my analysis of the newspaper reporting during the period of 2010 – 2012 

there were many recurring ideas and themes that contributed to 

understanding what academisation means and also what it stands for. The 
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themes are varied, demonstrating that there is no one way to think about 

academisation. The newspaper industry, after all, has to account for 

circulation, journalistic styles, and other cultures. In Johnson’s Circuit of 

Culture (2004) the processes and practices of the newspaper industry all 

input to the moment of Production, and perhaps overlap with two of the other 

points on his Circuit of Culture, that is, Everyday Life and Text. One could 

also argue that the implied readership - and linked traditional voting patterns 

- could also input to the fourth point on the Circuit of Culture, that is, 

Reading.  

 

As a new model that could be argued to have subverted our education 

system, it is important to ask not only what we know of academisation, but 

what do we not know about it. What are we not being told by the sources of 

so-called trusted information, popular media? How has our agency been 

challenged by new modes of popular media through the representation of 

academisation? This is where my research will advance the current field and 

contribute to new understanding of the academies project and academisation 

in the Cultural Studies of education. It is necessary to problematise the 

historical representations as they are what audiences use to make sense of 

the world around them in their everyday lives.  

 

In exploring the themes I refer back to Iyengar (1994) who hypothesised 

there are two ways in which news framing occurs. He posited that it is done 

either through an “episodic or thematic frame” (Iyengar 1994: 2). The 

‘episodic’ zooms in to focus attention on individual issues and specific 
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events, whereas the ‘thematic’ zooms out to focus on the wider picture. 

These two processes of framing present different ways of viewing and 

perceiving issues. Each way of framing academisation, whether episodic or 

thematic, contributes a way of making sense of academisation and the 

current educational landscape. As part of my analysis I utilise Iyengar’s 

(1994) concept to explore how the themes identified contribute to the cultural 

framing of academisation. 

 

At the heart of studying popular media was seeing and understanding the 

ways in which academisation was brought into existence through 

representations and communicated in the culture of everyday life. As part of 

this exploration I am also crucially exploring what the media is saying, and in 

the same vein what they are saying to their assumed reader. It is through this 

same lens that I am able to see how these agents are being addressed and 

determine what meanings are being produced around what academisation 

stands for. In exploring representation in the cultural history, I am able to see 

how language has been mobilised through reporting to determine meaning 

within the culture. Representations make up just one aspect of the cultural 

framing of academisation in the public imagination. In relation to the Richard 

Johnson’s Circuit of Culture my analysis explores how it is represented; what 

identities are associated with it; how and where it has been produced and 

consumed; and mechanisms which regulate its distribution and use. 

Approaching cultural texts from these perspectives ensures that the focus of 

the research is not bound to one moment within the circuit. 
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I have chosen to present and discuss the themes and representations 

without reference to prior or existing research because there is so little 

research in this field of study. In the Cultural Studies of Education my 

research is contributing to new understandings of the representations 

present in popular media. In the following sections I present what I found 

through my analysis and, importantly, I discuss what is at stake when it 

comes to the cultural framing of academisation in the public imagination. 

 

6.2 Challenging Labour’s Academies (2010) 

In the first six months of 2010, in the lead up to the general election, the 

themes relating to academisation followed political trends. At this time, 

academisation and the academies programme were still education policies 

and under the ownership the Labour government. The (largely Conservative-

voting) readership of The Times, The Daily Telegraph and Daily Mail did not 

strongly support academisation during this period. The Daily Mail and The 

Daily Telegraph shared themes of what academies stood for, which was 

linked to the notion of underachievement - academies failing parents, failing 

Ofsted inspections of academies and lack of standards in and around 

academy schools. The Times shared some of these themes, but also posited 

that academisation could be successful - if there were some fundamental 

changes to the policy. 

 

What exists today as a culture of academisation is a direct result of the 

framing which has taken place since the Coalition Government inherited the 

City Academies programme in 2010. In The Times and The Daily Telegraph, 
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there are two distinct representations contributing to the framing of 

Academies. 

 

First, there are representations framing academisation as a failed education 

policy. These representations are politically motivated as at the time Blair’s 

Labour Government still retained ownership of the educational programme. 

These were the first steps towards creating an imagined future for parents, 

bringing into the public domain that academies were failing because of 

Labour. Although I may not agree with Labour’s handling of the City 

Academies, and by association the Academies programme, it should still be 

recognised that while under Blair there was an active attempt to transform 

education in areas of social deprivation. While Blair’s model did rely on 

sponsorship, it was never at a level which could be seen by Cameron and 

Gove who advocated mass conversion and mass sponsorship.   

 

The second sets of representations during this period fostered and 

developed notions and ideas that the current academies programme could 

be successful, but only achieved through a Conservative Government. These 

representations contributed to a new culture of academisation; one which 

framed Conservative educational policies as the future. The Daily Mail 

follows some of this framing, as I shall highlight, however it is less combative 

in its language and less oppositional to Labour academies because they 

build on the existing culture of academisation.  
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Almost 300 secondary schools could face closure after failing to hit 

government exam targets, official league tables will show. The hit list 

is believed to include 40 of Labour's flagship academies, which are 

semi-independent state schools run by churches, charities, 

entrepreneurs and universities. (The Daily Telegraph, 9 Jan 2010) 

 

Supporters of state-funded faith schools argue that parents have the 

right to have their children educated in a way they wish. But that does 

not mean that they have the right to call on public money to do so, and 

the variety of parental beliefs in a society like ours makes it impossible 

for such a narrow aim to be achieved. Under the present Government, 

there has been an unprecedented increase in schools with a religious 

flavour, mainly through the academy scheme, a third of which have 

been religious, although they often replace nonreligious state schools. 

The Government is the only one ever to have increased the number of 

such schools. This is a wrong-headed policy. (The Times, 19 March 

2010) 

  

The Tories today declare war on the ill-discipline plaguing Britain's 

schools as they vow tough new powers for teachers, uniforms in the 

classroom and bigger fines for parents whose children play truant. 

Education spokesman Michael Gove said Labour had fuelled a 

devastating breakdown in standards of behaviour and promised 

reforms to put old-fashioned values back at the heart of the education 

system. (The Daily Mail, 28 April 2010) 
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This style of reporting was commonplace in these newspapers prior to the 

Conservative/Coalition Government General Election success in May 2010. 

Notice how the language has an assumed parent as their reader in mind, it 

points towards the notion that not only sending your child to a Labour run 

academy is detrimental to their performance, but also that Labour is failing to 

support schools. There is an assumed common sense being constructed by 

the newspaper, one which is aligned with the parent in mind and is highly 

political, but also there is the wider educational common sense. This 

common sense more generally constructs the notion that the Academy 

stands for failure, this public common sense politically benefits the 

Conservative government as this reporting was published before the 

campaign period of the anticipated 2010 general election. The commentary 

from the Telegraph, 9th Jan 2010, goes on to highlight how it is Labour’s 

academies which are the current threat to existing schools and education in 

general. The Daily Telegraph’s representations problematise academy 

schools, signalling the idea that an intervention is necessary. There is an 

apparent ‘us’ and ‘them’ narrative present in their reporting, this narrative is 

the imagined ‘us’ and ‘them’ of the newspaper, constructed in an elusive 

manner targeted towards their imagined audience. As such they make 

academisation ‘matter’ through the promotion of the idea that “we”, meaning 

the Conservative government, want to fix under performing schools, and that 

it is Labour who are lowering standard, they fit within the newspaper’s 

constriction of the imagined ‘them’. Coming back to this notion of what does 

the academy school signify, in this instance and much of the first six-months 



215 | P a g e  
 

of 2010 it was about Labour failing pupils and parents. Newspaper such as 

The Times, The Telegraph, and The Daily Mail were speaking to, and 

constructing a common sense for the electorate, the voters. While it was not 

their common sense, they had no ownership of it, it presents the idea that 

there are alternative ways of improving education, which is through political 

change.   The league tables which they constantly refer to in their story is not 

a ‘hit list’ of any so called ‘failing schools’ but rather it is part of a wider 

representation on standards.  

 

The representations found in The Times newspaper are more anti-Labour 

than The Daily Telegraph and The Daily Mail.  Their depiction of the faith 

schools under the academies programme at the time, which was run by the 

Labour Government, as a ‘wrong-headed’ policy, illustrates their style of 

framing. The othering which took place further on in The Times article is not 

of religion or ‘faith schools’ but rather the fact this was a specific educational 

initiative run by the Labour party. This style of framing, found in The Times, is 

present within their news cycles and it demonstrates a resistance to 

academy schools and academisation. Their framing contributed to an 

opposition culture of the academies programme because it originated as an 

education policy of the Labour Government.  

 

Unlike The Times and The Daily Telegraph, The Daily Mail’s framing does 

not overtly oppose academies. The dominant hegemonic codes in their news 

cycles feature a common theme of standards, which encompass notions that 

the failures in schools were because of Labour education policies. It was 
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uncommon to find representations opposing academies or academy schools. 

In the cultural framing of academisation, these newspapers facilitated 

representations which challenged the already established culture of 

academies.  

 

In comparison, newspaper representations on the opposing political 

spectrum, The Guardian and The Independent feature dominant hegemonic 

codes supporting Labour’s established culture of academisation, in the sense 

that the success of academy schools is of benefit for all not just the rich. 

Shared themes of standards prevailed in their coverage, but the difference in 

their thematic use of standards was that it centred around political 

representations of Labour’s educational successes with academy schools. 

As newspapers with largely Labour-voting readerships the themes 

overwhelmingly supported academies with episodic themes defending 

academic success of academies and improving standards of academies.  

 

Labour began the decade with a clutch of new academy schools, 

many of which have gone on to become beacons of success. The 

Conservatives are now floating the idea of creating "free" schools run 

by independent organisations. (The Guardian, 19 January 2010) 

 

The direction of education policy in Britain has been clear for some 

time. There is a move - supported by all the main political parties - 

towards greater freedom. That is going to mean more faith schools, 

more sponsored academies, more schools run by parents’ groups and 
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a general increase in the diversity of education provision. (The 

Independent, 24 February 2010) 

 

In what is seen as a centrepiece of Labour's public service reforms, 

the manifesto promises a big expansion in the use of takeovers and 

school mergers to help drive up standards. Schools taken over by 

academies will have freedom from local authorities and the national 

curriculum. (The Guardian, 12 April 2010) 

 

Academies were intended to improve struggling schools, not create a 

special sector run from his Whitehall eyrie, with local control replaced 

by the man from the ministry. Outstanding schools refusing to join Mr 

Gove's ill-judged experiment will miss out when cash is distributed and 

pupils at other schools will be unfairly punished. (The Daily Mirror, 27 

May 2010) 

 

While the audiences of The Guardian and The Independent, are consumers 

from an ABC1 background, that is a higher social and economic also referred 

to as middle-class, the Daily Mirror’s audience is from a C2DE background, 

working class (Ofcom 2020). This matters because knowing the socio-

economic background of their audiences reveals more about who the 

representations matter to. Their avid defence of the Academy is politically 

motivated, whereby they focus on constructing a common sense in their 

reader that presupposes that the success the academies programme was a 

direct result of the Labour government, without contextualising their failures. 
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The lack of mention or discussion of what the academies programme has 

done wrong is part of the way news is framed, omission of not telling the 

whole truth is central to politics and framing of newspaper writing. As part of 

these newspaper framings, they are obliged to leave out anything that 

interferes with the frame - even if it is very important. 

 

There is a clear struggle over meaning here, the rhetoric mobilised through 

The Guardian and The Independent was typical in these newspaper prior to 

the general election at the time. Their reporting of academies presented new 

opportunities to understand and promote the Labour party’s educational 

vision. While I disagree with political representation that emerged 

Conservative orientated newspapers such as The Daily Mail and The Daily 

Telegraph, this does not mean that I support the framing which emerged in 

The Guardian or The Independent. Although I disagree with the educational 

reforms that were introduced by the Conservative/Coalition Government in 

2010, I am equally opposed the reforms which Labour enacted to bring about 

City Academies initiatives during the Labour years. Whilst the Guardian and 

The Independent fail to give an accurate assessment of the failure of 

Labour's academies, this is omitted so that their framing of academies as 

supporting improvement in areas of deprivation can be sustained. 

 

Forced academisation was not a new policy in 2010, it had been happening 

under the directive of Labour’s Secretary of State for Education and Skills, 

and the Secretary of State for Children, Schools and Families. It was only in 

2010 when the Coalition Government took power that these previous roles 
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were rebranded as the new Secretary of State for Education along with the 

new Department for Education.  The Guardian’s representations fought back 

against the political rhetoric which was also occurring this period, which was 

the Conservative election promise of mass academisation. These 

representations were in defence of the Labour culture of academisation. This 

- in response to the new emergent culture - would later come to dominate the 

news agenda. The notion that academisation was “a centrepiece of Labour's 

public service reform” exemplifies a journalistic style which seeks to justify 

and promote an educational policy which under the Labour party opened up 

the education sector to market competition. What is striking in these types of 

articles are the notable lack of alternative liberal voice. In promoting the 

successes of Labour’s academies programme, trade unions and other 

education sector advocates are missing. There is a trend in the way certain 

newspapers framed Labour’s culture of academisation as a progressive force 

benefiting society.  

 

It is common to find reporting which did not challenge any of the problems 

within the existing education system. I highlighted the reporting from The 

Independent, 24/02/2010, as it exemplifies the type of moment whereby 

language constructed a way of understanding academies policies, whilst 

neglecting the problems. The idea that academies have more freedom and 

promote more social cohesion is an unfounded one. In an attempt to provide 

a positive way of thinking about the benefits of Labour’s academies policies, 

their representations miss contrasting narratives featuring the problems 

within their education policies, of which there were many.  
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It has not been proven that academies actively promote social cohesion 

however if you like the episodic framing which suggests that greater choice – 

which leads to greater freedom – then everyone has access to this ‘good’ 

way of educating. As such because of that society is more cohesive and 

feels fairer. It takes researchers to identify the results of such policies 

demonstrating that this style of educational governance leads to greater 

segregation. There is an illusion that they have they benefitted from freedom, 

both under the Labour and Conservative Governments. In Chapter 2, where I 

explored the history and policies of academisation, I discussed the failures of 

academies. As an educational model, academisation embraces a more 

market-orientated approach to the daily running of schools, which is all too 

evident in the involvement of government-promoted educational sponsors 

and Multi-Academy Trusts. There cannot be social cohesion as this style of 

style of educational governance leads to more segregation and as Michael 

Apple describes it is the “ghettoization and apartheid of education systems” 

(Gunter, Apple & Hall 2017: vii).  

 

The Daily Mirror also featured notions of standards as their dominant theme 

in 2010 but their framing was different to The Guardian or The Independent. 

There was significantly less coverage of Labour’s academies. The way in 

which they represented academisation was by opposing the new 

Conservative culture which was spreading through the popular media’s news 

cycles. Steering clear of informing the reader of Labour’s history within 

academies is a calculated editorial decision. Choosing not to boast about 
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Labour’s success with academies, in such a way that The Guardian and 

Independent have done previously, present new opportunities to inform the 

reader of the future of what academies will become. “Academies were 

intended to improve struggling schools, not create a special sector run from 

his Whitehall eyrie” (The Daily Mirror 27th May 2010). There is a construction 

of a common sense in the reader which suggests that the academy will 

decline as a result of Tory ownership, whilst withholding the fact education 

has suffered as a result of Labour’s policies on academisation. The majority 

of their reporting combined representations whereby their defence of the 

existing culture of academisation also featured an attack; on the new culture. 

There is a lack of definition in The Daily Mirror’s framing of academies, its 

editorial style is similar to The Daily Mail in this respect. Although The Daily 

Mail creates new ways of interacting and thinking about the future of the 

academies programme, it also is reluctant to reference the narrative that the 

origins of the programme were in the Labour initiative. These dominant 

hegemonic codes found across the spectrum of print media reveal the 

editorial differences and representation deployed in ways of thinking about 

the old culture of academisation. New themes of deregulation, lack of local 

authority oversight, forced academisation, and government budgets 

emerged. These themes attacked the notion that there was any viable future 

for academisation.  

 

Representation is not an “after the event activity”, it is not occurring as a 

result of events taking place, but rather it is part of the composition of the 

object, it is an essential part of the object in question, and this is one of its 
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primary “conditions of existence” (Hall 1997b: 1511-1629). Representation 

has no fixed meaning, and no real meaning until it is represented. In 2010, 

what academisation meant varies according to who was telling the story of 

academies. It meant different things to different people, depending on how 

they made sense of it in their everyday lives. To truly understand the 

meaning associated with the culture of academisation we are required to 

explore its history to understand the differences in the changes which have 

occurred in the representations that have created the meanings that have led 

up to its current representation. 

 

6.2.1 New cultural framings 

I spoke earlier about there being two types of cultures of academisation, by 

which I am referring to the process whereby media discourses, that is the 

interactions which take place through media reporting targeted to a reader, 

construct a particular way of thinking about academisation through meanings 

and ideas. At the very least this would include informing the reader of the 

presupposed social values of the academy - such as freedom, autonomy, 

standard, and performance. It is the job of the newspapers through their 

news reporting to make academisation matter. The first type was political, 

constructing a common sense in the reader who is a voter, but may also be a 

parent, demonstrating the social values of the academy. There was no one-

sided argument here, both representations in Conservative and Labour 

oriented press reflected the same values, which was that if you do not want 

education to decline it was necessary to ‘vote for us’. This all began to 
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change after the general election in 2010, there was more polarity in media 

reporting. 

 

The second type began through the popular media’s framing of a new ways 

of thinking about academies. Political representations were mobilised, and 

the new Conservative culture was produced.  In situating these 

representations in the context of the 2010 general election, as the themes 

have revealed, there was a shift in the reporting. New sets of representations 

began occurring, as the themes revealed, such as the left-wing media’s 

attempt at de-normalising a new Conservative culture of academisation. The 

perceived new ways of thinking about academies were not actually new, but 

a perpetuation and advancement of the original ideas that Tony Blair setup 

through City Academies. There was nothing actually new about policies of 

academisation, except for the politics which is shown through the framing. It 

does not come as a surprise that there was a reversal of the framings which 

had been previously mobilised in print media.  

 

The constitutional innocence with which the precipitate passage of the 

Academies Bill has been treated is astonishing. It will give this and 

any future Education Secretary, in England, unprecedented powers, 

exercisable without reference to any elected body: opening a school 

whenever he wants; deciding where any individual school should be 

built; funding any school he likes on any terms he chooses, or, after 

due notice, ceasing to fund any school contracted to him whenever he 

likes. (The Guardian, 28 July 2010) 
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The educational establishment is strongly opposed to the Education 

Secretary Michael Gove's invitation to all state schools in Britain to 

become academies, which amounts to the biggest shake-up in the 

way schools are run since 1902. They dislike the fact that academies 

are outside local authority control, arguing that this will make them 

much less accountable than mainstream state schools … (The 

Independent, 3 June 2010) 

 

Plans to create scores of schools academies threaten to blow a huge 

hole in the ConDem education budget, a report reveals today. (The 

Daily Mirror, 10 Sept 2010) 

 

These representations created a new framing of academisation which 

focused on the emerging new Conservative culture. As part of their wider 

narrative of opposing the newly-proposed Conservative education policies, 

The Independent flippantly suggested that there is an “educational 

establishment” without any further reference or clarification in order to 

advance dominant thematic codes opposing the new culture. The style of 

reporting and emerging representations in The Independent were commonly 

found in the newspaper, with a Labour readership. The Guardian’s approach 

to rejecting Conservative academisation sought to develop their own 

educational commonsense. This was the first of many passive 

representations in The Guardian whereby they developed an argument, and 

presented a debate, on how to think about the new processes of 



225 | P a g e  
 

academisation. These editorial styles of reporting opposing academisation 

were reflected in newspapers on the opposite end of the political spectrum, 

although their framing now supported the new culture of academisation. 

 

Labour created academies to transform failing schools. Now the 

Tories want to create far more. They would give academies greater 

freedom to run their own affairs than they have at the moment, Mr 

Gove said. The party would also target former 'direct-grant' schools - 

which took a proportion of pupils whose fees were paid by the state - 

to become part of the state system. (The Daily Mail, 8 March 2010) 

 

Several groups of academy schools reported big improvements in 

their GCSE results yesterday, with ministers hailing their success as 

evidence that their autonomy was driving up standards. Five schools 

sponsored by Ark saw an average rise of 12.6 percentage points. 

(The Times, 25 August 2010) 

 

The newspapers highlighted illustrate a common style of representation 

which existed in print media. In questioning and problematising print media 

reporting I take my lead from Stuart Hall who suggested that processes of 

decoding require an analysis of the meaning produced in the context of the 

wider state of affairs or given conjunctures. Newspapers have their own 

editorial styles. There are similarities in the representations of 

academisation, but it is also important to grasp how they have been made 

into larger phenomena. In Johnson’s Circuit of Culture the readings and lived 
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cultures (everyday life) overlap, the representations available and excluded 

reveal a perspective or way of understanding potentially how a culture is 

intended to be viewed in the culture of everyday life. 

 

The Times, The Daily Telegraph, and The Daily Mail became huge 

proponents of the policy of academisation, almost championing the 

government, the Department for Education and specifically Michael Gove. It 

is worth mentioning here that while Michael Gove was at this time Education 

Secretary, he was also a paid contributor for The Times, regularly writing a 

column. The data analysed for the purposes of this study did not include this 

column.  

 

Themes of freedom and parental choice were established, and new themes 

emerged around league tables, greater results, and improved performance. 

These themes are part of the wider social values of academisation, and their 

usage are part of the construction of a common sense in the reader, but what 

remains hidden are the ramification of academisation. There was a subtly 

shift in the way newspapers approached their readers, no longer were they 

simply the electorate, they constructed their reader as supporters of the 

academy programme. These newspapers promoted an ideology arguing for 

the necessity of academisation, as part of a broader rethinking on the future 

of children’s education in the wake of the general election. The Daily Mail in 

particular was particularly defensive of the government, and Michael Gove 

specifically. Reading the texts in the context within which they were written 

the analysis see how their framing of academisation champions the social 
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values and political policies of academisation, arguing that it is only the 

academy school that can fix the ‘broken’ education system left by Labour. 

 

In addition to The Times, Daily Telegraph, and the Daily Mail, I also explored 

reporting in The Sun newspaper. Although they infrequently published 

academisation-related news, their representation of the academies 

programme was very populist, more so than any of their rivals. The style of 

their texts produced narratives which could be read as ‘speaking to the 

masses’.  

 

Shadow schools secretary Michael Gove vowed to push through a 

massive shake-up of the education system "within days" of winning an 

election. Top schools would be allowed to become semi-independent 

academies, giving heads control of budgets and power to hire and fire 

teachers. They would also be expected to help improve failing schools 

nearby. (The Sun, 2 March 2010) 

 

I am not comfortable with using the term populist, as in the broader cultural 

understanding it is meaningless because audiences navigate through texts 

via language already constructed for them. Audiences become cultural 

subjects and they adopt language and representations which have been 

embedded with an ideology; as such ‘speaking to the masses’ is not 

possible. The Sun framed Conservative academisation as a kind of cultural 

awakening which is necessary for the future of the current education system.  
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The larger phenomenon of academisation was still relatively unknown in 

2010 as there was no clear future for Labour’s academies programme. The 

themes illustrate the issues academisation had and related them to the 

broader political education landscape. In The Guardian, The Daily Mirror, 

and The Independent, political themes centred around the notion of 

inequality, educational mismanagement, reducing standards, and uncertainty 

in a Conservative future. Whereas political themes in The Times, The Daily 

Telegraph, The Daily Mail and The Sun centred ideas of hope, freedom, and 

promoting a new age of educational independence. There was an almost 

dramatic shift away from attacking and opposing academy schools to their 

rapid promotion because it became a Conservative policy and laid the 

foundations for developing a new culture of academisation and new 

common-sense narratives. 

 

6.2.2 Framing academisation through fear 

In the leadup to the general election there was a trend whereby newspapers 

deployed narratives of uncertainty. This was constructed to evoke feeling of 

uncertainty targeted towards those reader who were users of schools, i.e. 

parents but also those ‘ordinary’ readers who were average consumers of 

their newspapers. The emerging representation throughout 2010 revealed 

how notions of uncertainty lead to themes which opposed or promoted 

academisation. The development of these narratives led to some newspaper 

reporting mobilising an educational moral panic. The Times newspaper 

utilised uncertainty as a theme more so than any of its rivals.  Their reporting 

of Labour’s academies and the imminence of the Conservative future of the 
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Academies programme saw the development of a fearmongering approach 

in their representations.  

 

This notion of a moral panic, as Hall et al (1978) theorised it, stems from the 

idea the media create and play on the fears and fantasies of audiences. It is 

not just the media who create news which forms a basis for the panic, but 

they do “reproduce and sustain” dominant representations and 

interpretations (Hall et al 1987: 220). Although Hall et al employed the moral 

panics as mode of study in their work, it was Cohen (1972) who developed 

the term. Cohen described moral panics occur when a “condition, episode, 

person or group of persons emerges to become defi ned as a threat to 

societal values and interests” (Cohen 1972: 1). Although Cohen coined the 

term moral panics as part of a study into the social reactions of youth 

subcultures in the 1960s around mods and rockers, it was Hall et al who built 

on Cohen’s work in policing the crisis. 

 

Hall et al examined the moral panics which were established during the 

1970s around the imposed crime of mugging, an idea and representation 

created by the media as a means to legitimise an increase in the controls of 

the state. Through the media’s reporting there were inferred relationships 

with race, especially young black men, in newspaper reporting. What was 

interesting about their work is that in spite of what audiences were being told 

about the increase in the crime rates of muggings, the reality was - as Hall 

showed - there was actually a decrease in the crime rate associated with 

young black men. Hall et al argued that the moral panic created about 
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mugging - and its association with perceived black criminality sensationalised 

in newspaper reports - contributed to a shift away from the reporting and 

understanding of the broader economic crisis which was occurring in the 

1970s. In this way, a moral panic is more than just a state of frenzy or 

anxiety, rather it is when the morality and ethics of a group in society are 

questioned under the mask of public concern.  

 

Hall et al (1978), in their work Policing the Crisis, advocated for an 

interventionist approach as part of an effort to change the structures and 

conditions through which moral panics had been created. In identifying and 

analysing the themes and representations present in popular media I am 

advocating for change – a change in the way popular media frames social 

issues, and also a change in the way of thinking about the role of the media 

in society.  There is nothing fundamentally new about academisation, it was 

a New Labour Blairite policy which facilitated a devolution in educational 

governance. Breaking away from Local Education Authorities was meant to 

improve school performance, and this increased performance has been 

framed as part of the backbone of the Conservative approach in their vision 

of academies. The narrative arc and common-sense way of thinking 

presented in The Times, especially in 2010 drew on a new theme of parental 

fear and the uncertainty relating to Labour’s existing academies, and the 

future of City Academies programme. 
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Why I'll vote Tory for the first time in my life: Only one party is offering 

parents a real choice over their children's schooling (The Times, 4 

April 2010) 

 

Mr Gove's Test: The Conservatives' plans for education demand 

radicalism as well as traditionalism (The Times, 8 March 2010) 

 

It's your country, we'll put you in charge of your own destiny, Cameron 

declares: Tories call for economic, social and political reform (The 

Times, 14 April 2010)  

 

These are not isolated cultural moments in the representational history in the 

framing of academisation. The Times is littered with thematic advocacy for 

educational change based on notions of uncertainty and fear. The Times 

retains a Conservative readership, as such it makes sense that their 

narratives prior to the general election have reinforced ideas that political 

change was necessary. These representations offer insights into the 

processes of production behind the reporting. As a researcher, it is easy to 

question and problematise newspaper representations without taking into 

consideration the complexities involved in the processes of production. As a 

journalist myself I have the knowledge and experience in writing news which 

goes beyond Cultural Studies analyses. The representations mobilised in 

The Times are results of editorial practices and journalistic styles, all of which 

are considered so as to reflect the intended audiences.  
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These headlines are an example of how The Times has framed 

academisation and other issues – not just in education – around notions of 

fear and political instability. The headlines reveal a lot about the editorship of 

The Times, but also of other newspapers. The Times is not an isolated 

newspaper in mobilising fear as a theme. Newspapers on both sides of the 

political spectrum produced representations of fear and uncertainty in order 

to develop their own common-sense narratives.  

 

Creating a two-tier education system by giving pushy parents 

taxpayers' money to open their own schools has "disaster" written all 

over it. New Education Secretary Michael Gove's ideological pursuit of 

a market in publicly funded schools is a backward step by a 

government playing politics with learning. (Daily Mirror, 27 May 2010) 

 

The Daily Mirror exemplifies another common representation based on fear 

which has been perpetuated in left wing media. The dominant hegemonic 

code develops a narrative which provides an alternative way of 

understanding the new culture of academisation, one which will create a ‘two 

tier education system’. Coming back to the prevailing question of ‘whose 

common sense’, the reader in this case are parents who are being told to 

fear what is on the horizon for education, and that academisation should 

matter to them because if there is a mass introduction will lead to a decline in 

educational standards. The notion of a two-tiered system, one for them and 

one for us is emotive, as it draws political boundaries. As part of the 

discussion on the culture of academisation in the schools, standards prevail 
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once again, this matters to how parents will view educational governance 

and potentially shape their opinion on if a school is ‘good’ or ‘bad’. This 

parental fear plays on the narratives of uncertainty which were established 

and developed through representations in 2010. It is not just The Times or 

The Daily Mirror who have engineered an educational moral panic through 

representations of fear, there are many more moments in print media where 

a moral panic narrative has been developed. There are degrees of subtlety in 

the mobilisation of a moral panic in print media during 2010. They are the 

result of the political debate surrounding the future of the education system. 

Following the Conservative Government taking power in the general election, 

there was another shift in the reporting, alongside the introduction of the 

Academies Act 2010. 

 

6.2.3 Academies Act 2010 

In the recent history of the academies programme there have been several 

key milestones, but the Academies Act 2010 was so significant that one 

could almost call it the re-birth of the academies programme. The Act 

included ideas from the Conservative Party, specifically Michael Gove, but 

was enacted by the coalition government. It provided legislative power for 

forced and mass academisation. There was government commitment to 

easing the process of academy sponsorship: that is, the eligibility criteria of 

sponsors broadened. Coupled with this, sponsors were given responsibility 

for the funding of schools. The response to the Academies Act 2010 

introduced new emergent themes and representations which contributed to 

framing the new culture of academisation.  
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There was a development of the narratives which came previously: The 

Guardian and The Independent increased their criticisms of academisation, 

introducing new themes surrounding budget cuts, schools finance, and the 

forced conversion of so called ‘failing’ schools. The Daily Mirror introduced 

themes of academy sponsorship into the framing of academisation. This is a 

particularly significant theme because its introduction was part of a wider 

thematic shift. That is, the narrative of a common-sense opposition to 

academisation and the “selling off” of the public sector - and education more 

broadly - to private sponsors.  

 

Why do we have to lie and cheat to get our children a decent school? 

As ConDems launch new academies (The Daily Mirror, 31 August 

2010) 

 

Only 32 schools will re-open as academies this autumn in a new blow 

to controversial ConDem reforms. Education Secretary Michael Gove 

expected hundreds of schools to take academy status and opt out of 

local authority control, but the flood turned out to be a trickle 

yesterday. (Daily Mirror, 2 September 2010) 

 

Rapid expansion of academies 'risky', warns watchdog: Fast tracking 

may overload scheme, says report - Some schools required cash top-

ups from government (The Guardian, 10 September 2010) 
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In developing an educational commonsense narrative around the future of 

education, The Guardian, The Independent, and The Daily Mirror moved 

away from including the history of the Academies programme as a Labour 

initiative in their reporting. The representations during this period presented 

new sets of emerging cultural discourses. In exploring and analysing 

dominant culture, it was Williams who suggested that it can be best 

understood through an “epochal analysis” with an emphasis on “dominant 

and definitive lineaments and features” (Williams 1977: 121). The ‘epochal’ 

here are those events that have occurred during 2010 that have brought 

about new ways of understanding academisation. In opposing Conservative 

academy policies these newspapers mobilised new themes of deregulation, 

lack of local authority oversight, forced academisation, and government 

budgets. Additionally, there was a progressive shift away from questioning 

what academisation meant for the future, and a move towards new 

narratives of problematising the Conservative policies. 

 

Similarly, The Times, The Daily Telegraph, and The Sun delivered new 

emergent narratives around a new common-sense way of thinking about the 

future of education. The construction of the successful student and the 

overall improvement of educational standards emerges from these texts and 

became part of the cultural framing of academisation. It presents a way of 

thinking which is accessible for the reader, who in these instances may be 

parents, it is not just an act of self-promotion in the sense that they spread 

the good word of the academy, but also, they want to sell the academy to all 

who will hear them. In this respect newspapers have done their job 
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facilitating these narratives not only for parents choosing schools, but also in 

‘selling’ academies to the wider public and building public support for the 

programme through their readers. 

 

Several groups of academy schools reported big improvements in 

their GCSE results yesterday, with ministers hailing their success as 

evidence that their autonomy was driving up standards. (The Times, 

24 August 2010) 

 

Michael Gove's plan to kick-start an education revolution has been 

delayed by militant trade unions and inefficient Whitehall officials. Only 

about 30 of the 2,000 schools that expressed an interest in converting 

to academies have done so before the new school year, the 

Education Secretary will announce on Wednesday. (The Daily 

Telegraph, 30 August 2010) 

 

Academy schools freed from council control are definitely helping poor 

children do better, says the National Audit Office. Standards are rising 

in deprived areas where academies have replaced failing schools. 

Labour zealots furious at losing their grip on schools are trying to 

block academies, claiming they discriminate against poor families. 

(The Sun, 10 September 2010) 

 

I do not think it is coincidental that in the lead up to the new school year, 

which starts every September, these newspapers began promoting an 
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ideology arguing for the necessity of academisation. In developing a 

common-sense narrative there was a trending theme that  

the future of children’s education can only be found in the new radical 

education reforms which only the Conservatives can make happen because 

of academisation. 

 

The Times, The Daily Telegraph, and The Sun developed a narrative of an 

‘educational future’. Representations portraying academisation as the only 

viable future for the education system started to become ingrained in the 

culture of everyday life. Language is of course an intimate part of 

representation and the ways in which meaning is made and reproduced. I am 

careful not to over analyse the role of language and the influence it has on 

audiences, however over the course of the last decade there have been 

moments which should be addressed. Language is reflective of the editorial 

and journalistic styles of those involved in the production of meaning, and its 

use also reveals political ideologies. 

 

In the recent history of the cultural framing of academisation The Daily 

Telegraph mobilised emotive language to describe trade unions as ‘militants’ 

opposing the new educational ‘revolution’ of academies. This othering of 

groups of people who are ideologically opposed to new sets of education 

policies, presented new ‘us’ and ‘them’ narratives of blame.  Similarly, it is 

worrying to find newspapers such as The Sun creating a narrative of blame 

in order to explain why academisation has not been successful. Audiences 

will enter culture through representations such as these and the problem in 
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doing so is that, as they become cultural subjects, they are occupying the 

traces and meanings which have been left by language.  

 

The contribution of print media’s representations to the cultural framing of the 

academies programme in 2010 established new common-sense 

understandings of what academisation meant in the culture of everyday life. 

There were more emergent representations and narratives at this stage in 

the cultural history of academisation. The dominant culture which existed in 

2010 was of Labour’s academies programme. In thinking about emergent 

culture, Williams (1977) described the emergent as the “new meanings and 

values, new practices, new relationships and kinds of relationship” that are 

continually being produced. There has been a complex process of framing 

academisation in the public imagination but 2010 is where it started for the 

modern iteration of the academies programme. It is important to explore and 

develop an in-depth understanding of the representations and changes 

which were occurring during this period as they laid the foundations for 

investigating the cultural framing of academisation over the last decade. 

 

As I moved through the history of academisation in popular media coverage, 

I unpacked more of the changes which have occurred in the processes of 

framing and considered their contributions on the culture of everyday life.  

 

6.3 Establishing new cultural framings of academisation 

(2011) 
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The reporting of the new Conservative programme for Academy Schools 

created more division in the dominant representations. Unlike in 2010 where 

there were more collective themes and representations, which categorised 

ways of understanding academies as Labour or Conservative initiatives, in 

2011 there were more representations trying to develop a way of 

understanding what it all means.  

 

There were two major debates in 2011: the ‘free schools presumption’ and 

public-private sector model for education. 

 

The first main debate focussed on the introduction of the ‘free schools 

presumption’ and reforms made in the Education Act 2011. At a local level 

this meant that any new schools being set up in a local authority had to be 

designated as academies. It allowed local groups, national organisations, 

and private businesses to set up and run their own free schools. These free 

schools were then not regulated by local authorities.  

 

The second debate - the public-private sector model for education - 

pertained to the finances of academies, with topics ranging from the 

excessive pay of headteachers to the issue of privatisation. This is pertinent 

because, when thinking about cultural framing in the next chapter, and the 

long-term representation implications of themes such as privatisation, there 

is a profound impact on the scale and determinate that popular media have 

had in creating a way of thinking about academisation. 
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The debates were fierce as discussions on academisation became more 

polarised. The framing included everything from performance, parental 

choice, pay, league tables, standards, governance, to LEA Freedom. It is not 

a surprise that the data analysis showed a wide variety of themes. On 

average newspapers were publishing two-to-three articles a month about 

academisation, depending on the political environment in education at the 

time. 

 

Dominant themes in The Guardian, The Daily Mirror, and The Independent 

still focussed on perceived problems with Gove’s policies, such as changes 

to schools admissions policies which made them more selective and 

therefore - it was argued - less accessible and egalitarian. However, there 

were also more newspaper-specific themes with representations contributing 

a framing based on the editorial choice of specific newspapers. The 

Guardian saw a change in previous years’ dominant framing around the 

uncertainty of the future of academisation specifically, with a shift towards 

the idea of free schools generally as the future being detrimental to the 

British education system.  

 

It was a debate that may find echoes around England if the 

government's "free schools" policy takes off. Union members, 

gathered for a meeting of their local association, were asked to 

consider the implications of a document which, if the ideas it seemed 

to outline were to be realised, would dramatically change the face of 

state education in their area. (Guardian, 22 Feb 2011) 
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Last year Michael Gove, the Education Secretary, was the punchbag 

of public sector reform. This year, Gove's schools’ reform is the 

government's silent revolution, the big bang that no one can hear. 

Unlike the unresolved disasters of tuition fees and health policy, 

schools’ policy in England is succeeding and will soon reach a point 

where it cannot be undone. (Guardian, 23 May 2011) 

 

Throughout 2011 The Guardian established its political position on the future 

of Academies clearly. Unlike in 2010 where there was a mix of 

representations trying to defend Labour’s academies whilst simultaneously 

rejecting the new Conservative education policies, in 2011 The Guardian 

framed the still incoming culture as something which ‘cannot be undone’. 

Their opposition presented new ideological framings which produced, again, 

new sets of common sense narratives. It was not enough that their framing 

rejected Gove’s education policies, they began to establish their own way of 

making sense of academisation. An educational commonsense was being 

constructed , which was aligned with liberal left-wing ideology, that fed into 

wider educational narratives of what academisation meant for ordinary 

people. These ‘ordinary’, as I describe them in the case of The Guardian, are 

still middle class individuals from an ethnically diverse background who are 

being told that academisation matters as it is decreasing the overall standard 

of education. I say ‘ethnically diverse’ as these types of readers are who 

have been identified in the newspaper demographic according to the ABC1. I 

am cautious here not to over stereotype, or presume the readership of all 
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newspapers, however given the demographic statics which are available, 

through surveys and polls, there is an educated assumption to be made 

about the demographic of certain newspapers. In thinking about the culture 

of everyday life, The Guardian contributed framings which were trying to 

challenge Conservative representations already existing in popular media 

and in so doing establishing a cultural understating of their own. 

 

The Daily Mirror framing varied in comparison to The Guardian, unlike in 

2010. There were more stories which followed issues surrounding schools’ 

standards, teachers’ performance related pay, new Ofsted regulation, and 

other policies which had been introduced by the Government at the time. The 

common-sense narratives prevailing during 2010 developed a new way of 

making sense of academisation, which did not include the previous Labour 

government. There was a sense that the emerging narratives in their framing 

sought to destabilise any notions of fairness or equality in the still emergent 

new culture of Conservative academisation.  

 

Chris Keates, Head of the teachers' union NASUWT, said salaries 

were out of control and warned the Tory-led Coalition's plans for 

academies would make things worse as they can opt out of pay 

scales. … Stress caused by ConDem targets is driving teachers out of 

the job, with some even considering suicide, the NUT union said 

yesterday. (The Daily Mirror, 26 April 2011) 
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Critics say the ConDem's plan for expanding the academy scheme 

would harm kids in poorer areas. Set up by the last Labour 

government, there are about 200 publicly funded academies in 

England. Their aim was to turn around poor performing schools by 

giving them more freedom over budgets, curriculum and pay. Critics 

say this would benefit richer areas and siphon off the best teachers 

and extra money, leaving other nearby schools as "second best". (The 

Daily Mirror, 2 Sept 2011) 

 

Unlike any other newspaper I analysed in 2011, two trends emerged in the 

Daily Mirror. First, their choice in framing academies as a ‘ConDem’ – 

Conservative/Liberal Democrat – policy. This editorial decision highlights the 

politics at play in the reporting and also facilitated the construction of ‘us’ and 

‘them’ narrative. ‘Us’ was the Labour party and the party of the people, 

opposing ‘them’ the ConDem who are destroying the education system.  This 

othering plays into the second trend: the Daily Mirror focussed heavily on 

impact narratives which is where the representations that follow and mediate 

what the effects and consequences of the new Conservative education 

policies are having on ‘ordinary people’ such as teachers and parents. Hall 

and O’Shea describe how as a form of everyday thinking “common-sense” 

works intuitively, without consideration or reflection and in so doing there is a 

frequent assertion that ideas and narratives are “endorsed by hardworking 

families up and down the country” (Hall and O’Shea 2015: 53).  
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In shaping and influencing a way of thinking about academisation, The Daily 

Mirror asserts uncomplicated ideas which ‘ordinary’ people can relate to. For 

example, the expansion of the academies programme will create more social 

inequality affecting poor working-class children. This narrative is given 

without any evidence in their reporting; it is presented and upheld as a 

commonly held opinion which is just ‘true’. In invoking these types of 

opinions, they provide audiences with “frameworks of meaning with which to 

make sense of the world” (Hall and O’Shea 2015: 53-54). These 

representations mark a point whereby The Daily Mirror is trying to establish 

its own culture of academisation, one which rejects Government ideologies. 

 

The Independent featured some of the same themes as The Daily Mirror and 

The Guardian, but representations differed. It became all too common to find 

narratives which still referenced the benefits of the old approach to schooling 

under the Labour party. In what appeared to be a battle to keep Labour’s 

culture of academisation relevant, The Independent relied on residual 

framings to maintain common-sense narratives of what was missing. 

 

School inspections are also to be streamlined as a result of the 

legislation, to allow them to concentrate on teaching quality, exam 

performance, school leadership and pupil behaviour. Under the 

Labour government, inspectors were given a range of responsibilities 

such as checking on healthy eating standards and whether schools 

were promoting community cohesion. (The Independent, 28 January 

2011) 
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City academy achieves record GCSE results on its own terms - An 

academy which replaced one of the worst-performing schools in the 

country was celebrating record GCSE results last night after scrapping 

the traditional three-term year. (The Independent, 26 August 2011) 

 

There have been many more moments in the cultural framing of 

academisation, which saw The Independent mobilising residual cultural 

narratives of Labour’s involvement in education. Thematically these 

moments have supported representations which attempted to develop new 

ways of thinking about what is missing in educational governance.  

 

Meanwhile, The Daily Mail, The Daily Telegraph, and The Times all featured 

representation around the theme of the necessity and need for 

academisation: to raise standards, to increase performance, and as a 

necessary step for the future of education. Although there were more 

episodic themes contributing to the representation of academisation in 2011 

in The Times, the Daily Telegraph and the Daily Mail, the dominant codes 

reveal some of the similarities between the official government narrative on 

academisation and newspaper narratives. The dominant themes of free 

schools encapsulated ideas of increased parental control, community 

cohesion, accessible faith schools, developing a public-private sector model, 

and incorporating a Swedish public sector education model. The common-

sense narratives presented across these newspapers were very similar.  
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Academies are now becoming a real threat to those independent 

schools on narrow margins: the Coalition has made academy status 

open to high-performing comprehensives, and up to half of state 

secondary schools are expected to become academies by 2014-15. 

The Coalition's ''free schools '' provide a further challenge. If 

academies and free schools can provide similar results to 

independent schools, why would parents want to pay? (The Daily 

Telegraph, 25 April 2011) 

 

Schools have to change if they are to prepare children for success in 

the 21st century. And there are people, many people, in the education 

system who want to do something about it. The free-school policy will 

allow us to do this. If focused on disadvantage, in a similar manner to 

Labour's academy programme, and if promoting new thinking, free 

schools could be an effective way to add even greater urgency and 

firepower to the task of raising standards in inner-city schools. (The 

Times, 12 May 2011) 

 

All three major teaching unions, the NUT, NASUWT and ATL, have 

voted to strike. The head teachers’ union, the NAHT, has also voted 

for action for the first time in its 114-year history, giving few teachers 

an incentive to keep their school open. Of the tiny handful expected to 

remain fully open, the majority are ‘free schools’ and academies. (The 

Daily Mail, 26 November 2011) 
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In establishing the new culture of academisation the role of private schools 

became a taken-for-granted narrative which was perpetuated. Within the 

Mail, Telegraph and Times there was an overwhelming amount of coverage 

on the private schools model for education. That is, if a private school model 

was implemented in academies and free schools, it would naturally improve 

standards and performance. The media discourse here is not addressing the 

acceptance of the private sector model, rather what the model can offer for 

parents, which is a better standard of education for this child. There is of 

course no real discussion as to how this will be achieved - how the 

government plans to fund this - but this is irrelevant in the minds of their 

readers as the newspapers have constructed a common sense that sells 

them an aspirant educational model. The problem with this model of 

education is that all the while newspapers and the government are selling the 

academy, there is no mention of the multi academy chains, trusts, and 

sponsors who would effectively be buying schools and implementing a 

private sector market governance model. Neither the left who are pre-

occupied with the school system as part of a superstructure, nor the right for 

whom private ownership is taken for granted as better. In the market 

economy there is a focus on the quality of the service provided rather than 

the exploitation of those providing it however both Conservatives and Labour 

are completely entangled in the market. 

 

The Times was the only newspaper out of these three which featured some 

scepticism of Gove’s policies - however these moments of reporting were 

episodic, and always came in response to a specific problem or criticism with 
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individual schools. Broadly speaking, these newspapers excluded any 

debates or narratives which framed the new culture of academisation as 

problematic. In the rare episodic moments where criticism was found, it was 

always referred to in a non-problematic way - part of working out the kinks, 

for example.  

 

There have been many changes in the cultural framing of academisation in 

the public imagination between 2010 and 2011. What academisation means 

and who would benefit through the media’s construction of its social values, 

as a result of the educational reforms, changed again. The representations 

relating to uncertainty in the future of academies which once dominated the 

news cycles slowly began to fade throughout 2011. That is, although the 

enactment and realisation of academies was perceived as problematic - i.e. 

how they were done - the very fact of their existence is questioned less - i.e. 

what and/or why they were done. The distancing of Labour’s previous 

involvement in the academies project is significant, as it enabled popular 

media to establish new ways of thinking about, and making sense of, 

academisation. As part of establishing new narratives and representations, 

there was a shift in the mobilisation of moral panics as a tool for developing 

an educational commonsense. 

 

In analysing the cultural framings of academisation in popular media, I am 

also studying the culture of academisation. Hall describes the study of 

culture as a practice concerned with “exposing the relations of power that 

exist within society at any given moment” (Procter 2004: 1-2). In exploring 
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the common-sense narratives and representations emerging in the cultural 

framing of academisation I am attempting to understand relations of power 

and how they can lead to misrepresentations of meaning, as well as better 

understand any shared meanings. In this research, the culture I explore is 

that of the shared meanings of academisation which have entered into our 

everyday lives, and what meaning is being given to the way we think about 

the world.  

 

6.3.1 Fear as a frame for understanding academisation  

In 2010, fear and the uncertainty about the future of education played a role 

in the way newspapers, in particular The Times, engineered an educational 

moral panic. An educational common-sense was developed centring around 

notions that, without the new Conservative approach to academies, there 

would be an educational crisis. 

 

In 2011, there was a new fear in left-wing popular media. Narratives of 

inequality and a decline in standards was an emergent cultural narrative. As 

part of transforming the cultural framing of academisation, the mobilisation of 

this new fear came at a time when popular media was still trying to establish 

new ways of thinking and making sense of what an academy meant. The 

themes which formed representations of fear were present in The Guardian, 

The Daily Mirror, but less so in The Independent. In the newspapers on the 

opposite ends of the political spectrum - The Times, The Daily Telegraph and 

The Daily Mail - these themes were all marginalised.  
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Backdoor privatisation?  Parents in one county fear all their primary 

schools are being railroaded into applying for academy status. (The 

Guardian, 5 March 2011) 

 

I view free schools very much as I do academies - likely to have a 

negative effect overall on the education provision within a borough. I'm 

sure I don't need to rehearse the reasons - lack of accountability, 

effect on admissions procedures, impact on other schools etc. (The 

Guardian - Education Letter 2, 1 March 2011)  

 

Academies, directly funded by the Treasury, were introduced by the 

last government to drive up standards in deprived areas. Mr Gove 

wants to make every school an academy, starting with the best-

performing, which are usually found in rich areas, sparking fears of a 

two-tier system. (The Daily Mirror, 10 Sept 2011) 

 

The Guardian had more freedom to express and develop narratives of fear 

as they were able to publish news articles, letters from readers, opinion 

pieces, and ‘Comment Is Free’ pieces. There is a varied mix of 

representations with an impression given that audiences have a sense of 

agency as they are informed of what news they are consuming, and know if it 

has been written by journalists or written by the public. However, editorial 

decisions will still have had to be made regarding what non-journalist 

material was published. There would have been conversations about how an 

education letter fitted within the scope of what was being published. These 
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editorial and production decisions do not actually promote agency rather they 

restrict it because narrative frames are being employed to develop specific 

ways of thinking about academisation.  

 

In addition to The Guardian, The Daily Mirror also mobilised fear in their 

production of an educational common-sense. Their representations played 

on the fears of social class division and potentially the development of 

educational inequality. As no point in their coverage of academisation were 

these fears anything more than speculation and they were also episodic. 

Unlike The Guardian, whose representations of fear became dominant 

hegemonic codes which developed an oppositional culture to academisation, 

The Daily Mirror included narratives of fear as part of wider themes which 

rejected the Conservative approach to academies.  

 

The Guardian and The Daily Mirror were not the only two newspapers in 

popular media which mobilised fear as a process for developing an 

educational moral panic. There have been moments in news cycles whereby 

The Daily Telegraph and the The Daily Mail have created narratives which 

played on parental fears as a means to promote their new culture of 

academisation. However, these moments are so few and far between that 

they are not commonplace and their contribution to popular media’s framing 

of academisation is isolated. In a way, The Daily Telegraph, The Times, and 

The Daily Mail had less of a need to frame through fear and panic because 

their common sense narratives and representations were still emerging. New 

educational policies and new directions for free schools and academies 
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meant there was always a new topic to distract from any potential criticism of 

their educational reform. 

 

A big difference between 2010 and 2011 was the access audiences had to 

ways of thinking about and making of academies. I am talking about new 

unmediated content which gave audiences a sense of agency in how they 

consumed news. 

 

6.3.2 Framing academies through YouTube  

Print media is one platform in the popular media spectrum, but what it does 

not offer is less (or perceived to be less) edited or mediated representations 

on the culture of academisation. There is no ‘citizen journalism’ or ‘user-

created content’. This is where social media plays a role and can offer 

different perspectives, because of the representations made by different 

types of ‘journalists’, ‘publishers’ and producers of cultural texts. 

 

YouTube is a popular digital media platform that has changed the way that 

audiences interact, engage, and digest content and information. YouTube 

offers ‘independent’ content creators the ability to produce and publish their 

own material on virtually any subject. However, as a platform for the 

production and dissemination of information, YouTube also hosts many non-

independent creators. YouTube offers virtually unmediated access to 

information and news about academisation to the public. Each visual text 

published is independent of the next, every video is a site of cultural 

production of representations. 
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It was in 2011 that cultural texts began appearing on YouTube contributing to 

representations which had already been established in popular media on the 

new culture of academisation. The Department for Education (DfE) appears 

to have been the only creator of content on this which can be found during 

this period on YouTube. This is not to say there has not been more published 

content in the past - it might have been either taken down or removed - but 

search histories reveal the DfE as the sole source of information. In 2011 

alone the DfE published 32 texts on or around the subjects of Free Schools 

or Academies. 

 

There were two styles in production of their texts. The first was the promotion 

of Academy Schools and why academy conversion was good. These 

promotional themes came in an almost case study format. Each video 

featured different teachers and headteachers of schools which had 

converted, their narratives were an extension of some of the same 

representation which could be found in The Times, The Daily Telegraph, and 

The Daily Mail’s news cycles. Each text focussed on episodic themes of 

academisation and were linked in their attempt to promote Conservative 

academy school ideologies. It is very clear that these videos are sites of 

cultural production, and the common-sense which was constructed aimed to 

appeal to the ‘ordinary’ person. As YouTube has such a wide and diverse 

demographic, cultural texts which are hosted on their platform, like the DfE’s, 

means it is accessible for all regardless of age, race, gender, social class, or 

ethnicity. The DfE are pitching their content at parents, this is apparent 
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across all their videos. They construct an imagined reader as a parent who 

unsure of the benefits of moving their child to an academy school. They are 

in essence selling them the dream of an academy, which is that ‘your’ child 

will have more success and achieve more through ‘their’ system of 

education. 

Common-sense feels coherent, narratives are designed to provide a way of 

thinking about issues in a logical way. Hall and O’Shea (2015: 54) theorise “it 

is pragmatic and empirical, giving the illusion of arising directly from 

experience, reflecting only the realities of daily life and answering the needs 

of ‘the common people’ for practical guidance and advice”. The DfE 

reconstructed and refashioned their education policies on academisation in 

such a way that gives the illusion of – why has this not been done before? In 

creating an educational common-sense their representations marginalise 

everything which does not fit within their frame of why academies are 

necessary. Some of the themes all build a way of thinking about academy 

conversion, for example, academy schools are ‘forging out their own destiny’; 

they have an ‘autonomy of thought’; their ‘education is in demand’; 

converting to an academy was about ‘doing something good for our 

community; and of course academy schools are ‘offering an outstanding 

education’. All of these representations come directly from DfE’s content on 

YouTube in 2011. Their construction is significant as it was during this period 

that popular media that I analysed supported the establishment of new 

cultural framing of academisation. In the culture of everyday life, the 

mobilisation of real people – real headteachers and ordinary schoolteachers 

– facilitated a new taken-for-granted way of thinking about education. This is 
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really important to consider as it suggests that the framing is not political but 

'professional' and in so doing plugs into aspirational parents, professional 

parents, and parents who think that schools need to demonstrate expertise. 

 

While it may have started out as self-promotion for academy schools, it also 

became a text that influences the decisions of parents who are the readers of 

these texts. While I am in the space of the producer, that is the DfE who 

produced the video, I am still a consumer of the texts and a reproducer in the 

public spaces. Although the social and political values of academies are 

contentious, the framing which have emerged through producers such as the 

DfE, there are many parents who may not be as sceptical of their social 

values as I am.  

 

The second style of cultural texts shown in the DfE’s series was: ‘How to 

become an academy’. Their publication coincided with a time when popular 

media were establishing narratives on academisation. The DfE created and 

disseminated not only the roadmap outlining the steps necessary to convert 

to an academy but also representations which framed a way of thinking 

about academisation. The framing of academy conversion first attempted to 

debunk the fear and myths which existed in the cultural framing during 2011, 

after which the framing moved to establishing a common-sense. Every video 

ended in the same way, with a statement that ‘the views expressed in this 

video are personal and may not reflect government policy’. Having a human 

element in producing a way of thinking makes their representations more 

relatable to audiences. Presenting coherent and non-challenging 
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assumptions and having representations establishing ideas that academies 

increased standards and benefit society contribute to an educational 

common-sense way of thinking. The way academy conversion is framed in 

these videos by the DfE reflects the Government’s framings and narratives. 

This is to be expected since the DfE is a Government department. The note 

on views being ‘personal’ and not reflective of government policy provides 

only an illusion of agency when, in fact, the videos are created, produced, 

and distributed by a Government department. 

 

What is interesting is that every cultural text I have analysed during 2011 had 

the comment sections on each video disabled. This is nothing short of a 

deliberate attempt to prevent and discourage any kind of interaction or 

engagement for audiences. These texts were among some of the more 

popular videos found on the topic of academies on YouTube. They 

generated between 5000 and 8000 views - not a lot in the grand scheme of 

social media, where videos can have tens to hundreds of thousands to 

millions of views - but in comparison with other videos on academies this is 

significantly high. The DfE may have worried that the types of comments and 

perhaps backlash they might have received would then generate discussion 

and potentially lead to new debates on the problems with forced academy 

conversion.  

 

6.4 Conclusion 

I realise that my analysis and discussion of popular media’s cultural framing 

of academisation have been content heavy and in-depth. This has been 



257 | P a g e  
 

necessary because the period of my analysis, 2010 – 2011, marked the first 

of four phases through which academisation entered into the public 

imagination and developed a specific educational commonsense It was 2010 

and 2011 that marked the establishment of new cultural understandings of 

the academies programme which was plagued with polarising political 

meanings and newly constructed social values on what academisation meant 

and who would benefit from them. The construction of a common sense in 

readers of The Daily Telegraph and The Daily Mail, which considering their 

right-leaning demographics, presented narratives tailored towards middle 

class affluent Conservative reader that academy schools are the future. 

Although their representations can be taken by working class aspirant 

parents, as they develop notions that academy schools offer the same level 

of quality as private schools. It makes good sense that by sending their 

children to these ‘new’ types of school children will be receiving a higher 

standard of education. There are layers of production occurring in the way 

the media have represented academisation. There is a flexibility in the ways 

audiences can receive the text. While journalists are the producers of 

information, there is a clear (re)production of Gove’s political imagination, in 

the journalistic affirmation of the proposed ‘benefits’ of academy schools. 

2010 saw the shift away from Labour’s old way of understanding academy 

schools towards the new way Conservative culture. 2011 saw the ferocity in 

debates still occurring with the new Conservative culture established through 

attacks on Labour’s old way. 

 



258 | P a g e  
 

The mobilisation of a new educational moral panic based on fear and the 

educational uncertainty for the future of education contributed to new 

ideological ways of thinking about the role of academisation in the culture of 

everyday life. New emergent themes and representation led to the popular 

media establishing a new common-sense way of thinking about academies 

and academisation. Newspapers who were ideologically positioned on the 

left and politically retained a Labour readership established their own cultural 

framings which opposed and rejected all forms of academisation. They saw it 

as a policy which would create inequality and allow schools to be run like 

businesses. Conversely, print media with editorships ideologically positioned 

on the right developed their own framings on the benefits of academisation. 

The representations of Conservative academies and academy conversions 

established the new culture of academisation.  

 

My analysis revealed two dominant hegemonic codes in popular media 

representations as 2011 drew to a close. The first focussed on making sense 

of what it meant to be an academy. The second, developed ways of thinking 

about what the benefits of academisation were. These dominant codes 

facilitated new representations to be developed but at the foundations of 

these dominant codes was the notion that a culture of academisation had 

now been established and it was not going anywhere. 

 

In the next chapter, I explore popular media’s representations of academies 

between 2012 – 2013 and 2015 – 2016, as these periods mark new phases 

in the cultural framings of academisation: no longer about establishing a new 
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educational culture, normalising narratives emerged along with other ways of 

thinking about academisation.  
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Chapter 7. Normalising the cultural framing of 
academisation (2012 – 2014) 
 

When a conjuncture unrolls, there is no ‘going back’. History shifts gears. 

The terrain changes. You are in a new moment. You have to attend, 

‘violently’, with all the ‘pessimism of the intellect’ at your command, to the 

‘discipline of the conjuncture’. (Hall 1988: 162) 

 

7.1 Introduction 

This chapter focuses on exploring the development of the themes and 

representations of academisation in popular media between 2012 and 2014. 

These developments have helped to shape the social and cultural contexts 

of the policy debate on academies. 

 

In the previous chapter, as part of my discussions on the dominant and 

marginalised representations and themes, I explored the transformations 

which have occurred in history of the cultural framing of academisation 

between 2010 - 2011.  During this period popular media was establishing the 

new cultural understanding of academisation and an education common-

sense, which spoke to the aspirant reader - the parent who regardless of 

politics should be informed of academisation. The influence of politics on the 

representations emerging during this period was present, those on the left 

combatively shunning the academy school initiative while constantly hiding 

away the past – Blair’s history and failings. Those on the ideological right, 

constructed an everyday way of thinking that the academy was for all 

parents, it was a necessity to improve education for all.  



261 | P a g e  
 

 

In the following sections I continue my analysis and I discuss the cultural 

framings which occurred between 2012 – 2014. In so doing, I present a way 

of thinking about the contribution of popular media representations to the 

way in which academisation became known, and the understanding of it in 

the culture of everyday life.  

 

I have not included my analysis of news coverage during 2014, as this was 

the year of the Trojan Horse Scandal. In Chapter 8, I unpack and present an 

in-depth discussion of what Trojan Horse meant for education as well as 

exploring the cultural framings of the scandal and how its legacy is still 

understood today. 

 

Popular media’s interpellation of academisation, through moral panics, 

episodic and dominant narratives, and the development of an educational 

commonsense have changed the way audiences encounter and internalise 

cultural ideologies of the academies programme.  

 

News reporting about academisation may appear simplistic, merely factual, 

but every report is necessarily deeply embedded with representations which 

create meanings and ways of thinking about the issues of academisation. It 

is the business of journalists and media institutions to turn real life events 

into stories, which have narratives and representations, for public 

consumption. What might start as a story, is actually an episodic moment - 

part of a wider dominant hegemonic code developing an already established 
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way of thinking. There comes a point whereby a hegemonic code becomes 

established from the emergent to the dominant. In the history of 

academisation there came a point at which popular media’s cultural framing 

moved to the process of normalising the meanings of the culture. This is 

what I discuss in this chapter.  

 

Krzyzanowski argues that normalisation has been misattributed to notions of 

normality, or “process of the gradual (re)introduction of what is – or at least 

could be considered – a normal or accepted state of affairs” (Krzyzanowski 

2020: 435). True normalisation, as Krzyzanowski asserts, is primarily about 

“the construction and introduction of a certain, indeed often new, normative 

order” and as such it takes place in culture, language, discourse, and sites 

where new norms and ideas of a “social order” can become part of 

“mainstream or common thinking” (ibid). Popular media is a site for the 

construction of cultural meaning as well as a site for the construction of 

common sense. In exploring the normalisation of academisation I return to 

my analysis of popular media at a point whereby the themes and 

representations have developed which allowed for assumptions about the 

Governments academies policies to contribute to new taken-for-granted 

assumptions. It was the social values of academisation that begun to be 

normalised through media reporting. It was not just what the academy means 

which underwent a process of normalisation, but also educational 

governance and the politics of education. The construction of a common 

sense for the reader is what has allowed new ideas around education to be 

normalised.  
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7.2 Finances & free schools: new narratives (2012) 

In decoding popular media’s framing of academisation in 2012 I traced the 

episodic themes. In so doing, my analysis revealed the emergence of new 

competing themes and representations. 

 

In the two years previous the DMR established oppositional common sense 

narratives through their framing of academisation, as such my expectation of 

their representations in 2012 was that there would be a continuation of this. 

There were two main themes in their framing of the culture of academisation. 

The first was an extension of the public-private sector theme first established 

in the framing of 2011. As a dominant theme, public finance encompassed 

various episodic themes, including excessive headteacher salaries, the cost 

of setting up free schools, wasted money on school conversion, paying 

academy sponsors, and unregulated academy sponsors.  As episodic 

themes, these moments all contribute to the development of a broader way 

of understanding academisation according to the Daily Mirror. 

 

EDUCATION Secretary Michael Gove will next week allow a foreign 

firm to run a British school for the first time. Objectors say it is a first 

step towards privatising the education system and will let companies 

take "management fees" out of taxpayer funds. Swedish firm 

Internationella Engelska Skollen is expected to get 21 million pounds 

contract to run a secondary school in Brandon, Suffolk, for 10 years. 

(DMR 8 Jan 2012) 
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ALMOST 340 million pounds has been wasted on the Tory-led 

Government's free schools and academies, unions warned yesterday. 

The National Union of Teachers said taxpayers' money was keeping 

Education Secretary Michael Gove's pet project afloat while state 

schools were left behind. (DMR 11 April 2012) 

 

EDUCATION Secretary Michael Gove blew millions of pounds in 

taxpayers’ cash on free schools and academies that will not open or 

are not needed, says Labour. An estimated £213,000 was spent on 

the 33-pupil One in a Million Free School in Bradford before officials 

pulled the plug eight days before it was due to open. (DMR 31 August 

2012) 

 

These episodic themes of public finance occurred and recurred at different 

time and stages during the DMR’s news cycles. As a theme finance was the 

starting point whereby the Daily Mirror began speaking to their readers about 

the ‘corruption’ which was on-going in academy schools and trusts. In the 

culture around schools, it is not about just making sense of what ‘public 

finances’ stood for. It is also about making sense of who benefits as a result. 

An essential element that is missing from the DMR is that they do not 

‘expose the fact that the influx of money being poured into academies does 

ultimately benefit Multi Academy Chains and Trusts. While it is the role and 

decision of the journalists as to what they write, it could be that by exposing 

that MATs would benefits could potentially lead to unanswered questions as 

to where MATs originated from, which was Labour. 
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I am conscious not to overanalyse when they have occurred depending on 

the day or months within the year, nor am I trying to draw conclusions on 

whether their production in the circuit of culture has been deliberate. Rather, 

I am more interested in why these themes have been included to represent a 

narrative of academisation. The representations build on what was already 

established in 2011; the new episodic themes contribute to normalising the 

Daily Mirror educational commonsense.  

 

These new representations contributed to a process of normalisation, in that 

the values of education surrounding how academies are viewed underwent a 

transformative process. The common sense constructed for the reader  

sought to win acceptance that there was an economic inequality in academy 

schools. The moralisation of an impending economic crisis as a result of 

Conservative spending is an area of public concern. Issues of unequal pay in 

teachers’ salaries, for example, is almost regularly juxtaposed against 

excessive headteacher pay. Unlike in narratives in the year previous, 2011, 

which concentrated on establishing new ways of thinking about 

academisation, these representations constantly try to win the support of 

their audiences. The inclusion of more voices from teaching unions and 

education trade unions facilitates another avenue for normalising an 

oppositional framing to academies culture. The mobilisation of ‘human’ 

voices presented a way of thinking, this moved the discussion away from the 

political to an almost grass-roots level. What education means, and by 

association what academies mean, become the focus. The framing of 
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academies culture in 2010 and 2011 established rhetoric which attacked new 

notions of Conservative academisation, through the introduction of 

educational actors such as the NUT and NASUWT in 2012, the DMR 

mobilised these voices in rational rhetoric, they became an almost specialist 

voice of reason. 

 

In referring to culture I am referring to the ideas, custom, behaviours, and 

practices associated with academies. Although there are many way of 

thinking about culture, as I explored in Chapter 4, I take my lead from Du 

Gay who argued that “culture is a description of a particular way of life which 

expresses certain meanings and values” (Du Gay 2013: 12). As such, in 

thinking about a culture of academisation, my analysis of the 

representations, the means and values attributed to academies, and how 

these meanings are contributing ways of thinking, are about academisation 

in everyday life. Although new frames emerged opposing the Conservative 

education reforms, the Daily Mirror still did not present an alternative way of 

thinking. There was no real alterative educational solution to academies. This 

had the potential of allowing the reader to ask more questions and potentially 

seeking alternative sources for information. One such source that was 

available at the time were DfE videos about academies that actively 

promoted academy schools. 

 

The theme of public finances came to a head in November 2012. This 

moment marked one of the first big setbacks for the Conservative-led 

academies programme. It was announced in a report by the National Audit 
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Office that the Department for Education (DfE) and Education Funding 

Agency had overspent by nearly one billion pounds on the national 

academies programme in two years. What is interesting is that in the DMR’s 

new cycles during this period, they integrated their reporting of the subject 

with the wider economic cuts which were being introduced by the 

government at the time - as such, it was not solely an education issue. One 

might expect the report from the National Audit Office to have been more 

present in the DMR. Their framing of the Government overspend was 

reported as more of an episodic moment, another story contributing to a 

narrative of wasted public finances. Around the same period there was a 

continuation of overspending and the narratives of wasting public money on 

an educational ‘experiment’ gone bad were the kind of episodic moments 

which dominated the framing of academies.  

 

It is worth mentioning here that there was no mention of the report, nor the 

overspend, in any of the DML’s coverage. This goes to demonstrate the 

political overtones of the Daily Mail. The avoidance of the report and the 

governments overspend was not in their best interests to frame this debate 

for their reader. This omission goes to highlight how the balance of cultural 

power can be shifted by the media in instances where politics and media 

collide. The academies programme was a highly politicised and any mention 

of the overspend, and subsequent report, may have had the potential of 

alienating sub-groups of their readership. 
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What became evident when making sense of the representations that have 

framed academisation was how public finances was an area for concern. 

The mismanagement of educational services was highlighted to the extent 

that the academies programme seemed to lack financial stability and schools 

would be affected. 

 

The second key theme developed in 2012 was the dominant hegemonic 

code present in 2011’s news cycles relating to free schools. In advancing the 

free schools narrative, new representations established a new common 

sense way of thinking about school performance. Narratives of school 

performance highlighted the apparent failures of Gove’s policy of 

academisation. There is truth to these failures, however there was a notable 

omission of Labour’s involvement in the academies programme and their 

failures which the Conservatives inherited. There was an attempt by the 

media to demonstrate where academisation had ‘gone wrong’.  

 

 

THE Coalition's flagship Free School programme is damaging 

children's education and wasting taxpayers' money, a probe reveals 

today. A study by the National Union of Teachers found that Free 

Schools are hitting state schools by cherry picking the best pupils. 

(DMR 9 April 2012) 

 

A FLAGSHIP "free school" due to open in September has been 

ditched because just three pupils had names down for a place. Free 
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schools, a pet project of Tory Education Secretary Michael Gove, 

operate outside local authority control and are set up by parents and 

other interest groups. (DMR July 20 2012) 

 

WHAT is Education Secretary Michael Gove's priority? It seems to be 

to establish as many academies as possible. With these GCSE 

grades, could it be that he wants schools to fail so others will consider 

becoming academies? If so, he takes no account of the misery this 

ideology causes. (DMR August 29 2012) 

 

These moments are some of the common styles of reporting present in the 

DMR. What is interesting was how some the framing of free schools also 

contributed to episodic representations of public finance. Narratives 

emerging on overspending on academy schools and ‘wasting’ taxpayers 

money were mixed with the apparent problem of low standards in academy 

schools. News cycles problematised academies and free schools to the 

extent that individual ‘failing’ schools were named. So-called Government 

Flagship Schools became part of the wider narrative emphasising the 

Government's failures. New representations established a narrative that the 

Swedish model is not compatible with ‘our’ UK education system. The 

problem of course with ‘othering’ the Swedish education model as a way for 

the Conservatives to privatise more of the public sector, was that the policies 

of Academisation, first developed by Blair, did exactly the same thing - i.e. 

there was transfer of school governance to external sponsors. This is 
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completely overlooked and excluded from the DMR’s framing of a culture 

which shared its DNA with Conservative ideologies.  

 

The DMR’s framing of academies’ culture contributed to emerging taken-for-

granted meanings with academies’ culture and the culture of academisation. 

In positioning these new narratives and representations, and the cultural 

texts through which they occur, in the circuit of culture, it is not enough to 

simply explore these representations without adequately acknowledging the 

conditions through which they existed. Set against a backdrop of the double-

dip recession and a climate of a recovering economic crisis, it starts to 

become more understandable where the framing had been positioned in 

relation to contributing to wider social and political conjunctures. It is crucial 

to remember that the business of popular media, and journalists, is to turn 

real life events into stories. It would be unjust to speculate or to draw a 

conclusion which in some way suggests this was a deliberate attempt by the 

Daily Mirror to influence public opinion by focussing on the financial 

implications of academisation. The DMR reported on different events which 

had occurred but their angle was on ‘following the money’ - thus a theme of 

public finance emerged. 

 

In normalising taken-for-granted narratives on wasting public money and 

emerging problems with the free schools programmes, the DMR moved on 

their cultural framing from rejecting academies to opposing them. This is 

significant. Their rejectionist framing of academies culture, seen in 2010 and 

2011, emphasised the problem which had been created as a result of the 
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Conservative Government’s radical education reforms. Their representations 

framed the inherent dangers of the Academies programme. Whereas the 

oppositional framing in 2012 attempted to introduce new ideas to resist views 

of the spread of the culture of Academisation. Although it is not just 

academics they are opposing, they were also opposing the educational 

values around the governance of education. The Daily Mirror places 

emphasis on educational inequality, students who are not in academies will 

suffer. As part of their framing was the fact it was starting to be become a 

taken-for-granted assumption, in so far as their reporting assumed their 

readers know about it. There was no longer a need to inform them of the 

problems with ‘freedom’ associated with academy schools.  

 

7.2.1 Freedom - the other cultural framing of academisation 

Considering the economic backdrop which framed the political climate during 

2012, it is very interesting to see the cultural framing emerging from the Daily 

Mail in comparison to the Daily Mirror. The dominant hegemonic code which 

dominated the DML’s news cycles was related to notions of freedom. Explicit 

references to freedom, or allusions to the concept of freedom, began to 

appear in the cultural framing of academisation towards the end of 2011, 

when there was much discussion and emphasis of choice as a frame of 

freedom. In 2012, the framing of freedom encapsulated episodic themes 

which developed a common sense approach to thinking about the freedom of 

schools to set their own curriculum, the freedom of schools to  create their 

own admission policies, freedoms around educational funding, freedoms to 

set levels of headteacher pay, and the freedom to control term-times. The 
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common sense that was constructed for the reader framed freedom as a 

’new’ innovate approach to educational governance. While the Daily Mail is 

promoting academy schools as being free, it is still an illusion of freedom. 

The notion that a school which is not an academy is not free is false. Local 

authority-maintained schools, state schools, comparatively retain the same 

ability to oversee their own governance as academy schools. The only 

different in educational governance is actually who owns and runs the 

schools. In the case of academy schools this has been decentralised and 

outsourced to the highest bidder masked under the guise of making 

education ‘free’.  

 

EDUCATION Secretary Michael Gove yesterday accused critics of the 

Government's academy programme of being 'happy with failure'. Mr 

Gove went on the offensive as new figures show that 45 percent of all 

maintained secondary schools are now academies or about to 

convert. Academies are state schools that are free of local authority 

control and can govern themselves. (DML Jan 5 2012) 

 

EDUCATION Secretary Michael Gove yesterday placed himself on a 

collision course with teaching unions by demanding the scrapping of 

national pay rates. He believes that giving schools complete freedom 

to set salaries - like academies - could improve the link to 

performance so weak staff get less money. It comes after Chancellor 

George Osborne's Budget statement called for public sector pay to be 

more responsive to local rates. (DML May 17 2012) 



273 | P a g e  
 

 

SCHOOLS are being urged to let poorer pupils jump the queue for 

places in return for hundreds of pounds in extra funding per child. The 

Coalition has already altered the admissions code to enable self-

governing academies and free schools to prioritise children who 

attract the premium. It is now considering extending the freedom to all 

state schools. They would have discretion over how much priority they 

give to pupil premium children. (DML November 24 2012) 

 

These three examples illustrate the styles of reporting which have led to 

representations that have created new frames that have contributed to the 

development of a common sense way of thinking about academisation in the 

culture of everyday life. The Daily Mail are speaking to the aspirant parent, 

this was a common way of constructing a common sense that addressed 

educational inequality. There is the idea that academies are not just for the 

rich and wealthy, they are also for the ‘working class’. The language of 

academies is about helping and supporting ‘poorer’ students. There is a 

politicisation of the socio-economic status of children and their families.  

There have been many more instances and moments in the history of the 

cultural framing of academisation in 2012, but in order not to overwhelm my 

analysis I have opted to only exemplify a few cultural moments.  

 

In their framing, the DML no longer relied on having to aggressively promote 

academisation as a necessary step for the future of education. Their framing 

of the culture of academisation through representations of freedom almost 
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acknowledged that academies had always been free, and the reporting was 

just making sure audiences were aware of it.  There is a difference between 

academies’ culture and the culture of academisation. One says what 

Academy Schools and Free Schools are doing, academies culture develops 

meanings and ways of thinking about how Academies are run, and the 

practice involved in their educational governance, whereas the culture of 

academisation is the justification for existence and need for expanding the 

conversion of schools. In framing the culture of academisation, the Daily Mail 

certainly has rationalised its understanding of the benefits that academisation 

has on the education sector. 

 

As a theme, freedom has been represented as a benefit of academisation 

and also referenced as part of a wider educational success of the academies 

programme. Also featured as part of the framing was the reporting of free 

schools. However, unlike in the previous year, the discussion of free schools 

did not dominate the news cycles. Rather, free schools became an episodic 

theme localised in the supporting themes of educational funding and school 

curriculums, and these all fed into the wider theme of freedom. 

 

This wider theme of freedom was linked to representations of parental 

choice, standards, performance, league tables, and Ofsted.  

 

The notion that state schools are better off within local authority regulation 

and control is a myth. Deregulation, or increased ‘freedom’, has led to 

instability and inequality in the education system United Kingdom’s research 
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as Boyask (2016), Davies et al (2019), and Salokangas and Chapman 

(2014) have shown. 

 

The format of Conservative academisation revolves around an ‘approved’ 

Government sponsor taking over the management and running of schools 

deemed to be failing by Ofsted. This approach is a near carbon copy of 

Blair’s framework for City Academies. Government took power, the ‘freedom’ 

which was once the crown of Blair’s education policy has been represented 

as a Conservative crown. Thematic representations of freedom - linked to 

academies and free schools - have been attributed to the Conservative party 

and Michael Gove. However, they originated under Blair.  

 

In the process of normalising academisation through their representations of 

freedom, common sense narratives play on ‘us’ and ‘them’ ways of thinking. 

This is where the interplay between the dominant and oppositional code are 

present in decoding academisation.  

 

The ‘us’ narratives created by DML helps confirm in the mind of its readers 

the idea that academisation is a normal, natural part of our everyday life. In 

other words, academies themselves become part of the ‘us’. That is, 

academies have high standards, academies offer good things like freedom… 

academies are the preferred option (‘normal’). The emergence of the ‘us’ 

theme speaking more about normalising the social values of education in 

general. It just so happens the academies are the practical output through 

which DML have been able to detail the governments new vision for 

https://journals.sagepub.com/action/doSearch?target=default&ContribAuthorStored=Davies%2C+Peter
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education. It should not be forgotten that through these texts there is the 

construction of a certain type of reader. As a theme the ‘us’ in these 

instances is directly speaking the parents, but also constructing children’s 

education as declining without academisation. 

 

The ‘them’ narratives deployed by DML aids its readers to make sense of 

something which is presented as not right, not normal, that which is not an 

academy. In this way, non-academies themselves are part of the ‘them’. That 

is, non-academies perform badly, non-academies are caught up in local 

authority bureaucracy… non-academies are not the preferred option (not 

‘normal’).  

 

The ‘us’ and ‘them’ narratives therefore involve a degree of ‘othering’. The 

‘othering’ which has occurred here is of non-academy schools, and the 

extent to which they are questioned because they have not converted. 

 

Considering the readership of DML has been associated with being politically 

Conservative, it is no surprise therefore that issues of public finance were 

excluded. Although there is an illusion of journalistic objectivity within popular 

media, the condition through which the production of culture exists, in 

relation to Johnson’s Circuit of Culture, has meant there are more editorial 

constraints in place than are visible. The framing of academisation reveals a 

lot about the imagined audience they are writing for. The aspirant parents, 

the children who ‘deserve’ a better education, the teachers who want to 

improve education, and the political and policy makers being ‘sold-back’ their 
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own vision of education. In normalising a way of thinking about academies’ 

culture, representations and framing provides a perspective of what the 

taken-for-granted assumptions are. 

 

Representations of freedom, like those demonstrated by The Mail, were not 

limited to print media. In 2012 more content was generated on developing a 

way of thinking about the culture of academisation. The type of content 

available on YouTube during this time follows thematic representations of 

freedom. Unlike in 2011, whereby the DfE’s focus was on establishing a 

wider understanding of academisation; their 2012 focus was on contributing 

to narratives of academies’ freedom. In their departure from establishing to 

normalising narratives of academisation, there was a shift in their 

representations. There were more episodic themes of freedom present in 

each cultural text which collectively reinforced, and even topped up, print 

media’s common sense narrative of freedom. Unlike print media, where there 

were more constrictions in their thematic representations, through YouTube 

the DfE were able to deploy more representations in each cultural text. 

Themes of freedom coincided with better governance, independent school 

management, selective admissions policies, more autonomy, freedom from 

local authority bureaucracy, and the management of teachers’ performance. 

These were continually framed as a ‘logical step’ for the benefit of ‘our’ 

students. 

 

Johnson’s circuit of culture offers a way of accessing and understanding how 

the cultural framing of academisation has been mobilised through 
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representations of freedom. By exploring the fundamental differences 

between cultural framings which exists in popular media, we can better 

consider the production of culture. It is not just popular media which 

produces the framing of academisation, through representations of freedom; 

audiences also produce cultural and political values for academisation 

through their reading. Freedom, as a theme of academisation, marginalises 

ways of thinking about educational governance structures.  

 

The DML excluded the discussion of conversations around state schools and 

non-academy local authority schools. In 2012 there was no data to determine 

if academies were better performing - we know now that many non-academy 

schools had similar, if not even better, performance records than some 

academies. There is little evidence to demonstrate that academy schools 

perform better than non-academy schools, contrary to the reporting which 

was emerging during this period.  

 

Popular media that is politically aligned with Conservative ideologies has 

represented freedom as a fundamental aspect and benefit of academisation. 

The framing of freedom has been justified through episodic themes of 

improving standards, improving performance, and benefiting more 

economically disadvantaged pupils. Questions have to be asked: why has 

there been exclusion of those narratives and themes, which are not linked to 

ideological necessities of academies? It is through these marginalised and 

excluded themes that the development of an educational commonsense can 

occur. 
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7.2.2 Educational crisis or crisis in education 

If we consider whether academisation and events around it can be called a 

‘moral panic’, analysis suggests that aspects of popular media’s framing of 

the culture of academisation have contributed to the production of an 

educational moral panic whereby academisation has been represented 

through issues of social and ideological concern. Hall et al (1978), in their 

work Policing the Crisis, described how mugging was made into a moral 

panic through the methods employed by the media and their encoding of the 

event. In studying the cultural phenomenon of mugging associated with 

young Black British males at the time, their work raised important questions 

around social control. The media manipulated frameworks of meaning for 

their own political and economic purposes whereby the encoding of a 

mugging moral panic created public support for the necessity of policing.  

 

“The media do not simply and transparently report events which are 

‘naturally’ newsworthy in themselves. ‘News’ is the end-product of a 

complex process which begins with a systematic sorting and selecting 

of events and topics according to a socially constructed set of 

categories” (Hall et al 1978: 56).  

 

Is academisation a moral panic or have elements of academisation which 

relate to social issues been made into a moral panic through the coverage of 

popular media? 
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In decoding the representations of uncertainty in the educational landscape, 

academies and academisation have been created as one of the most 

disturbing problems - or solutions - facing the education system. In 2010 and 

2011, fear in the uncertainty of an educational future under Conservative 

governance mobilised a way of thinking about a looming educational crisis. 

However, in 2012 there was a shift away from establishing new cultural 

framings of academisation towards normalising a common sense way of 

thinking, which resulted in popular media’s mobilising representations to 

create public opinion on the inherent problems with academies. 

 

IT'S quite right that there's going to be a review into this year's GCSE 

results fiasco. As a retired teacher, it seems odd to me that the 

proportion of children gaining A-C grades has dropped for the first 

time in many years because exam boards changed boundaries. 

Children's lives are being interfered with at a time when we are facing 

record youth unemployment. Surely, the education system should be 

doing all it can to give our youngsters the very best possible start in 

life, especially in these trying times. (DMR 29 August 2012)  

 

Fear as local control over schools dips: ALL 24,000 schools in 

England and Wales could fall under Whitehall control as local 

authorities are squeezed out of their education role, a report claims 

today. There is a danger of "sleepwalking into the centralisation of the 

education system" due to the rise of academies and free schools 
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outside local authority control, think-tank LGiU warned. (DMR 25 

September 2012) 

 

The DMR is speaking to the parents in these instances. Academy schools 

are currently in the process of ruining children’s education. This idea that the 

academy schools are destroying education more generally builds on their 

social values of education generally which has started to be normalised. 

There was an inherent question emerging from the DMR during this period, 

the deregulation of education will see more children fail which contributed to 

the construction of their common sense that told their audiences to be 

fearful. 

 

There was a different type of fear mobilised through the Daily Mirror’s 

representation in 2012 to that of previous years. In previous years’ narratives 

of fear created a rejectionist way of thinking: academisation is detrimental to 

‘our’ education system. In 2012 there was no establishment or representation 

that sought to return to a residual culture of academisation. In framing fear as 

an oppositional part of thinking about academisation, the Mirror offered no 

other governance structure to replace it.   

 

The inclusion of less journalist-produced content and more 

opinion/readership-led commentary supported the development of the 

normalising of the Mirror editorially oppositional framing of academisation. As 

part of framing a crisis in education, the Mirror’s focus was on the impact of 

the culture of academisation had, and would continue to have, on ordinary 
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pupils. In their attempt to counter an already normalising Conservative 

narrative (that academisation is of benefit to everybody in society through the 

new freedom) the Mirror presented representations that academisation 

creates inequality and an unfair education system. 

 

It was not just an academies crisis that the DMR created through their 

representations. In a wider political context, the Mirror reporting of the 

Government budgets between December 5th and 6th exemplified how 

academisation was just one facet contributing to wider representations of 

societal crisis.  

 

KEY Tory election vows to save the NHS and cut Britain's debt are in 

tatters today as the Chancellor prepares to axe more jobs. So the 

desperate Tory axeman will throw thousands more on the dole today 

by slashing Whitehall budgets by an extra £5billion and ploughing it 

into construction. Downing Street said £1billion will go towards 100 

new free schools and academies, creating 50,000 (DMR 05 

December 2012) 

 

WAR ON FAMILIES: OSBORNE'S GREAT LAUGH AT BUDGET TO 

TAX POOR ; Six more years of cuts as ConDems' policies fail? 

£14billion wiped out in welfare pay? Wealthy still laughing all the way 

to the bank! (DMR December 06 2012) 
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Public finances were a major theme throughout much of 2012, the economy 

being a key concern generally that year, which seemed to influence the 

Mirror’s representations of political and economic conditions through which 

Government issues became known to the public. The language is 

symptomatic of the development of further ‘us’ and ‘them’ narratives. These 

narratives are highly political and not localised to parents or teachers but 

more generally the wider public. The constructed narrative for the audiences 

told through the framing, affects everyone. This was not simply an issue 

localised within education but political policy of the government expenditure 

affecting all aspects of wider social life. In the construction of a common 

sense for the reader ‘we’ will be worse off. The representations supported 

the development of public opinion which opposed Conservative 

Governmental policies without offering anything in return in the way of what 

should replace them. These are normalising narratives and they built on the 

already established cultural framings which existed in popular media. 

 

The Daily Mirror’s representations contributed to a common sense way of 

thinking about the culture of academisation in everyday life, as well as to the 

development of the public image of academies. Hall et al (1978) suggested 

that a public image was a “cluster of impressions, themes and quasi-

explanations gathered or fused together.” (Hall et al 1978: 118). The public 

image of academisation as created by the Mirror was that of having problems 

with public finances. 

 



284 | P a g e  
 

It is not enough for my analysis to have explored a certain moment in the 

cultural framing of academisation without some comparison to the reporting 

of the wider political events occurring in education. An interesting 

comparison can be found in the reporting of the Chancellor’s budget on 

December 5th 2012, whereby the same event was reported on by the Daily 

Mail - however a different common sense and public image emerged.  

 

TENS of thousands of school places will be created at 100 new 

academies and free schools as part of a £5billion investment 

programme to be funded by a fresh round of spending cuts. Mr 

Osborne's decision to invest £1billion of his war chest to create 50,000 

new places at 100 academies and free schools, which are 

independently run in the state sector, is also being seen as a reward 

for Education Secretary Michael Gove's success in trimming 

bureaucracy. (DML 05 December 2012) 

 

The Mail has not made the Chancellor’s budget into an educational crisis nor 

does their political or economic representation develop narratives of 

exclusion. Their conservativism did not bring about any moral panics rather it 

is almost the opposite. The Mail’s representation almost develops a moral 

acceptance. It seems possible that the DML has a reverse moral panic 

whereby instead of a crisis or social problem dominating the culture of 

everyday life, there is an aggressive acceptance and promotion of a social 

ideology. There is a struggle in how to think about and make sense of 

academy schools and academisation. The Daily Mirror does not offer any 
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alternative way of thinking about education other than through an 

oppositional and rejectionist lens. Whereas the Daily Mail does offer a way of 

thinking which illustrates that education has to change because of Labour’s 

failures. They are ‘improving’ education for all education through 

academisation. What is absent in both sets of newspapers is an informed 

discussion about the role of the state/private sector in education. It is 

apparent is that both sets of newspapers avoid this framing because both 

political parties want power and control in the sector. 

 

7.3 Returning to a normalised perspective of 

academisation (2013)  

As I move through the history of the cultural framing of academisation, what 

has become more apparent is how different aspects of academies’ culture 

has been brought into existence. In thinking about the function of 

representation I am reminded of Hall’s work in which he suggested that 

representations do not occur after events take place, it is part of the 

composition of the object. Representations are an essential part of the object 

in question, and this is one of its primary “conditions of existence” (Hall 

1997b: 1511-1629). Representation has no fixed meaning, and no real 

meaning, until it is represented. Freedom, as a representation of the 

perceived benefits of academisation brought about an education common 

sense advocating for an educational necessity for more academy and free 

schools. The public image created through representation found in popular 

media, was not because of a school having the freedom to set their own 

curriculum, it came about through political events.  As the academies 



286 | P a g e  
 

programme moved into its fourth year operating under Conservative 

ownership, the residual theme of standards which featured in popular 

media’s cultural framing in 2010 emerged once again alongside freedom in 

the news cycles in 2013.  

 

In the conservatism of the Daily Mail, the thematic representation of 

standards was previously mobilised to challenge Labour’s academies’ culture 

and establish a new way of thinking about the role of academy schools in the 

educational landscape. In 2013, the theme of standards contributed to the 

normalisation of freedom as a way of thinking about academies. Notions of 

academies’ freedom became both residual discourse that supported 

emerging representations of standards, as well as a new emergent discourse 

which changed how audiences consider the meaning of ‘standards’. I use the 

term discourse here to signify a structure of meaning, taking this approach 

from Hall who suggested that, in newspapers, a discourse was part of a 

structure of meaning in “linguistic and visual form” (Hall 1975: 18). Distinctive 

rhetoric and representation are part of the way discourse operates in 

“organising elements into a coherent whole” (ibid.). Popular media’s cultural 

framing of academisation embedded notions of freedom as part of their 

broader episodic themes but the residual theme of standards adapted to 

encompass a broader meaning in response to the events occurring in 2013. 

 

Representations of academisation and the academies programme were 

becoming more developed. In 2013, freedom became associated with: the 

prevention of school failure through encouragement of schools’ conversion, 
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the increase in pupil performance, the imitation of private or independent 

schools, and generally providing access to a ‘good’ education. Readers have 

been sold the idea that there is a type of ‘good’ education, which by 

inference means there is a ‘bad’ education. The academy school in this 

perspective have been constructed as the right choice for parents. They 

provide a ‘better standard’ of education for all parents. The constant 

repetition of driving up exam results is a hidden politically systematic 

narrative which reinforces the notion of ‘good’ education vs ‘bad’ education.  

 

Frequently, these episodic themes became stronger in their assertions, 

moving from simply noting the importance that the role of academy schools 

had in supporting children through improving standards, to the necessity of 

failing schools becoming academies in order to improve exam results.  

 

A SCHOOL which gave out iPads to every pupil in hope of improving 

their education has admitted that just a year later half the costly 

devices have been broken. … Honywood, which gained academy 

status last year, giving it greater control over its budget, gave out the 

tablets last September, at an estimated cost of £500,000, or £400 per 

iPad. Parents were asked only to pay £50 towards insuring the device. 

… He added: Exam results at the end of our first year of using tablets 

were the highest in the school's 48-year history. Attendance has risen 

and we've seen our lowest rate of fixed-term exclusions for ten years. 

(DML 1 Jan 2013) 
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A WAVE of military-style schools that instil confidence, self-discipline 

and self-esteem in pupils is being proposed by Michael Gove. The 

Education Secretary wants groups funding free schools and 

academies to use former servicemen in lessons. Free schools can be 

set up by groups including parents, teachers, businesses or faith 

organisations and are government-funded but independent of local 

authorities. This gives them a greater say in areas such as curriculum, 

teachers' pay and the length of terms or days. (DML 23 May 2013) 

 

When it comes to framing the reimagination of freedom with its inculcation of 

new representations of standards as a part of the culture of academisation, it 

would be unfair to describe journalists as producers who deliberately shaped 

the narrative with a view to emphasise freedom and standards. Rather the 

representations which have emerged have been in response to social, 

economic, and political events, which have produced episodic moments. 

Through these episodic moments journalists have highlighted standards as 

part of their framing. Also, these moments which I have highlighted are just a 

sample of the style and type of reporting which existed in popular media in 

2013. As cultural moments, they exemplify representations which have 

contributed to the development of an educational commonsense. There have 

been many more episodic moments that have produced different 

representations of academisation, however these moments each have a 

different style in the ways in which they are able capture the public 

imagination.  
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Take the framing employed in The Mail’s article in January 2013. The idea 

that an academy school spent half a million pounds on iPads for pupils, when 

local authority-maintained schools do not have the same luxury, should spark 

a debate on the mismanagement of public finances. However, their framing 

does not challenge these issues of public finances; rather it empowers the 

headteacher whose voice is utilised to demonstrate how - through their iPads 

initiative - school performance and standards have risen. I have explored the 

reporting in the Mirror during the same period and cannot find this story in 

their news cycle. The lack of reporting is symptomatic of the Mirror, their 

framing is politically systematic, in so far as when there are presupposed 

benefits of academy schools there are excluded. It would not have been 

difficult for the Mirror to frame this story negatively. As a journalist myself, if I 

were tasked with this story, I would have framed the news story around 

excessive expenditure of public money. There is a potential that if the Mirror 

had included any such story, it would have meant comparatively questioning 

the expenditure of the previous Labour government. Though the debt the 

Labour government left caused problems during the coalition, it is very hard 

to argue against the spending of money to improve education. If newspapers 

can show that the spending of lots of money can improve outcomes, what 

the reader thinks is that this works, and they just want more money spent to 

improve things for their child. In fact, it does not work - the greatest predictor 

of children’s success in later life is not how much money schools spend but 

rather is still the earnings of their parents. 

Thematic exclusion is commonplace in popular media’s framing of 

academisation across popular media. The article at the beginning of January 
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2013 is not isolated. Take the reporting from December 2013. The notion 

that schools are trapped is not explained nor expanded upon. Rather, the 

Mail’s representations focus on and highlight the benefits of academies. The 

source of their claims (which are ‘official figures’) is not clarified nor 

expanded upon, rather it is part of the wider narrative which suggests that 

academisation is combatting underperformance. The Mail’s representation in 

that site of cultural production linked freedom to performance and standards.  

 

The Mail’s reporting on Labour’s ‘support’ of free schools in the article from 

17 June 2013, carried a similar style of representations, one which builds on 

partisan policies which is later developed in the Mail’s normalisation of an 

educational commonsense. It was the supposed social values that 

Conservative academies are a progressive development and extension of 

what was initially started by Labour. 

 

LABOUR will today call for all state schools to be given some of the 

same freedoms as academies and free schools. The significant shift 

of policy will give comprehensives the power to act more 

independently, such as departing from the National Curriculum or 

varying the length of terms. Labour education spokesman Stephen 

Twigg will also drop his party’s bitter opposition to free schools - 

saying the move will help raise standards. (DML 17 June 2013) 

 

The inclusion of political representation which suited their framing is not 

uncommon, but the instances where they occur are unusual. The inclusion of 
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a Labour voice develops a sense of political legitimacy for academisation. 

Once again ‘freedom’ is the dominant code prevailing throughout, 

contributing to the legislation and ongoing normalisation of an educational 

commonsense of academisation. The illusion of breaking down political 

barriers provides a consent to the way of thinking about what makes ‘good 

sense’ (Hall & O’Shea 2015: 57). In the speech Stephen Twigg gave in 2013, 

which is widely available online, he referenced freedom 17 times: it was a 

part of his vision for the future of education. There is no disputing that this 

cultural moment happened, our interest lies in how the notion of ‘good sense’ 

has been produced through framing the event. 

 

It makes good ‘sense’ that the Labour party are now supporting academies 

and free schools. The representations, emerging through the Mail reporting, 

frame the narrative that academisation makes sense because the freedoms 

on offer are of benefit. As such it makes good sense for there to be more 

academy schools. There is an exclusion and misrepresentation of what 

Twigg said as part of this speech in which he argued that in providing all 

state schools freedom, that which is shared with academy schools, there 

might be an increase in the standards, but also it would mean there would be 

no further need for academy schools as all schools would have the same 

freedom and thus tackling inequality in educational governance. These areas 

of Twigg’s speech are absent from the DML’s reporting as they provide a 

different framing on the need for academisation.  
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Popular media are responsible for their framing of academisation through 

who they include and exclude to speak on behalf of academisation. It is not a 

question of whether these moments are deliberate attempts to influence 

public opinion and shape the public image of academies. Rather, in 

questioning these representations I am exploring and decoding the cultural 

framing of academisation and what implications these framings have on the 

development of an educational commonsense.  

 

There were significant social and political moments which had the potential 

of damaging the public image of the academies in 2013. At the start of 2013 

the Academies Commission, a think tank affiliated group, published their own 

commissioned report titled Unleashing Greatness: Getting the best from an 

academised system, in which they presented findings through their own 

research of academies. In mid-2013 the Commons’ Public Accounts 

Committee published a report which formally evaluated and critiqued the DfE 

for its role and management of the academies programme. Finally, in late-

2013 Ofsted published a new guide and framework for school inspection with 

new subsidiary guidance on inspections for academy schools. There was a 

complete exclusion of reporting which covered the publication of these 

reports. Without interviewing journalists or editors it is not possible for me to 

say why this was. Rather I can speculatively say that, when thinking about 

the circuit of culture and applying it to the cultural framing of academisation, 

the conditions which existed in those moments of production meant that it 

was more important not to include any debates which could in anyway 

challenge the normalised representations already constructed.   
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There was an interesting moment in the framing of academisation in DML 

which came in October of 2013. The DML were following up on an idea 

mooted by the Labour Party, that of ‘parent led-academies’. Although only 

one statement was made at one event (the shadow Education Secretary 

suggested a Labour government would not scrap academies, but rather 

rebrand them through parent-led input), the reporting lasted for months in 

DML. The episodic themes found in the reporting of this singular event 

ranged from adversarial: Labour wanting to capitalise on the freedom of 

academies, to cooperative: Labour being in agreement that setting up more 

of these schools helped disadvantaged pupils, or Labour moving towards a 

position of now supporting parents to set up free schools. These themes 

largely once again fed into a wider thematic notion of standards and 

freedom.  

 

As part of my analysis and discussion of the cultural framing of 

academisation it is important that I explore the changes which have occurred 

in the history of the cultural framing of academisation. The development of 

themes and representations of freedom are significant as they have 

contributed to the ways in which a culture of academisation has transformed 

and more importantly become a taken-for-granted part of the culture of 

everyday life. In thinking about the history of the present, the themes 

emerging from the texts provide an insight into the issues which were being 

reported and excluded between 2010 and 2020. The representations 

develop a way of thinking about the meanings, and the narratives emerging 
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educational commonsense provide a thinking about the culture of everyday 

life. The repetition of standards and freedom were perpetuated in both the 

Mail and the Mirror. These newspapers each spoke to parents, with aspirant 

parents being told their children’s education was at stake. Academies was 

one part of the wider common sense constructed for audiences. The 

representations in the Mail and the Mirror were more revealing of the social 

values constructed for audiences. The position of academies within the new 

educational landscape was the central focus. 

 

 

7.3.1 Mirror-ing standards – liberalist perspective of standards 

There are some similarities between the themes identified in DML and DMR 

in the reporting of academisation during 2013. The DMR also featured 

‘standards’ as a dominant theme prevailing through their news cycles. 

However, DMR’s approach to this theme is in stark contrast to that found in 

DML. Representations of freedom emerged in the Mail’s framing whereas 

DMR data shows discussion of how academies were failing pupils, how free 

schools and academies were employing unqualified teachers, how financial 

irregularities meant that while funds were spent on leadership, they were not 

being used to raise standards at classroom level, and a general increase in 

pupils failing.  

 

These emerging representations of standards are in opposition to the Daily 

Mail’s framing which continued their narratives of academisation as 

improving access to education and increasing school performance, thereby 
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increasing standards. As a theme, ‘standards’ is a re-emergence of the 

residual framing which were found in the Mirror’s framing in 2010. The 

development of residual narratives of standards focussed less on rejectionist 

common sense representations and continued with the normalisation of 

oppositional narratives. In questioning the representations and themes it is 

still important to consider the common sense. As a form of ‘everyday 

thinking’ what does the Mirror offer audiences in the way of frameworks and 

meanings with which to “make sense of the world”? (Hall & O’Shea 2015: 

52). There is a trend in the Mirror’s representations whereby their framing 

oversimplifies academisation and thus provides an everyday way of thinking 

about academies.  

 

ACADEMY schools may be secretly blocking poor children from 

becoming pupils. Growing numbers from working class families could 

be being left behind despite strict government rules, a report said 

yesterday. (DMR 10 Jan 2013) 

 

 

ONE in 10 teachers in Education Secretary Michael Gove's "free 

schools" is not qualified to be in the classroom. Research shows 

nearly half of them have at least one teacher with no formal 

qualification, casting fresh doubt on the policy. State schools in 

England are allowed to become academies free from local authority 

control but still funded by taxpayers. (DMR 10 March 2013) 
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The thematic representations of academisation through narratives of 

standards by the Mirror offers no complicated ideas or ways of thinking about 

academisation. Economic representations provide a relatability for audiences 

for the ways in which they make sense of the academisation in their 

everyday life. The subject of these representations is the imagined working-

class parent from a low socio-economic background. The hard working 

‘ordinary’ parents whose taxes have been ‘wasted’ reinforces the subject of 

the framing. While research has shown, as discussed in Chapter 5, that the 

average reader of the DMR is a working-class man from an ethnic minority 

background, that does not mean they do not aspire for their children to have 

a better education. The aspirant parent is missing from the DMR’s framing as 

they do not present an alternative solution to academies. One reason for this 

might be that there was a recognition that they have lost the war on 

academisation. According to the DfE’s annual Academies Report for 2012/13 

it was reported that there was a total of 3,049 total school which were 

academy schools. “Academies are located across all regions of England and 

at 31 July 2013, 51% of state funded mainstream secondary schools and 8% 

of state-funded mainstream primary schools were operating as academies” 

(DfE 2014: 12). Labour had no hope of getting into power and so the only 

thing to do is to try to point out what was wrong and what can be changed for 

the better within the academy system which was becoming too embedded to 

get rid of easily. 

 

It is no secret that academies are blocking economically disadvantaged 

pupils. The admission policies of academy schools serve to highlight as 
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Michael Apple described ‘the ghettoization of education’. The inequality 

present in academies has been well documented, see Chapter 2 for further 

discussion on this area.  Is research necessary to demonstrate that free 

schools are hiring unqualified teachers? These issues have been part of the 

framing of academisation since 2011 in British press. However, the 

continued repetition of these issues contributed to the construction of a 

normalisation of representations which have become part of the oppositional 

cultural framing. In opposing academies, the Mirror does not offer any 

alternative provisions for education, as they did in 2010 through their 

thematic representations of standards. Rather, their framing continues with 

the development of their educational commonsense which seeks to present 

academisation as an education policy which is detrimental to society and 

ordinary people.  

 

The mobilising of political representation is another parallel which can be 

drawn between the Mirror and Mail. Whereas the Mail mobilised Labour 

support for academisation as part of framing narratives of political support, 

the Mirror did exactly the same by framing the political opposition of Nick 

Clegg and his so called ‘u-turn’ in supporting free schools.  

 

DEPUTY PM Nick Clegg will this week slam Tory Michael Gove's plan 

for a huge rise in the number of unqualified teachers. Education 

Secretary Mr Gove is letting untrained staff work in academies and 

controversial free schools. But Lib Dem leader Mr Clegg will trigger a 

fresh Coalition rift on Thursday. (DMR 20 Oct 2013) 
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There are elements of exaggeration in the rhetoric mobilised by the Mirror. 

Vincent Moss, the journalist who wrote the article on 20 Oct 2013, reported a 

speech Nick Clegg gave on the problem with free schools, his comments 

have become part of supporting the Mirror’s wider narrative that the 

government knew about unqualified teachers. The inclusion of political 

representations is part of a calculated editorial decision - this same story is 

excluded from the Daily Mail’s news cycle. Rather what can be found during 

this period were framings of Labour’s proposed support for free schools and 

the academies programme, which is radically different in the ways it has 

been framed.  

 

(Headline) There will be more free schools under Labour; Parents 

must prove demand EXCLUSIVE - LABOUR is set to drop its 

opposition to free schools in a major change in policy. Shadow 

Education Secretary Stephen Twigg will announce next week that 

parents would be welcome to set up their own schools - as long as 

there is a strong demand in their area. (DMR 15 June 2013) 

 

FREE schools will be dumped by Labour, Shadow Education 

Secretary Stephen Twigg promised yesterday. Parents could open 

new academies where councils said they were needed, but the Tories' 

wasteful policy of letting people set up new schools anywhere they 

liked would be stopped, he said. (DMR 18 June 2013) 
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In the Mirror, emphasis was given to the surrounding context of the 

statement - that is, the statement was being made precisely because of the 

fact that the way that academies were being run was problematic. The future 

of education, as presented in DMR and in the statement, is through 

collaborative community involvement where parents are encouraged to 

participate in school governance. Neither DMR nor the Labour Party 

opposition vocally opposed shutting down schools. Instead, they wanted to 

reimagine the current policy. As I highlighted, this same event was reported 

by the Daily Mail also; however this event remained a part of their news 

cycles for many months after it occurred and became part of wider episodic 

moments mobilised by the Mail as part of their growing normalising of 

notions of freedom and standards. As I mentioned previously popular media 

have to take responsibility for their framing through who they choose to 

speak and give agency to as part of it. In studying the cultural framing of 

academisation I am exploring the culture of academisation. In proposing the 

question, ‘what is the point of Cultural Studies in academisation?’  I am 

following Hall (1992), who suggested that as part of studying culture, one 

must take into consideration and account for the components and voices that 

form that which is being represented. As a site of political struggle, 

academisation has real consequences for parents, teachers, local 

communities, and pupils as such it is important to understand who gets 

represented and who does not.  

 

In questioning the cultural framing of academisation it is important to 

question the meanings which have been produced and have entered into the 
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culture of everyday life. It is these meanings and representations of the 

academies programme which impact the decisions of individuals invested in 

education, whether that of a parent choosing where to send their child for the 

following year, or that of a teacher looking for a new job and considering 

whether to work at a free school or academy. It should also be recognised 

that academisation is omnipresent and for example for parents might live in 

an area which has undergone a mass academisation, such as Cambridge for 

example,  as such they have little choice over where to send their children to 

school. In decoding the representations through a Cultural Studies lens, I am 

better able to develop an understanding of the types of framing of the culture 

of academisation in popular media which have existed.  

 

7.3.2 (Dis)trusting academisation  

As part of the Daily Mirror’s oppositional framing of academisation, which has 

been part of their normalised cultural framing since 2012, the Mirror 

developed a climate of distrust of academisation. Whereas fear was featured 

as one way that academies were framed in the previous year, I would not 

describe representations of distrust which were established as mobilisations 

of a moral panic. As part of questioning if academisation makes ‘good sense’ 

new narratives of fairness emerged through the Mirror framing.   

 

NICK Clegg yesterday said he was ready to face the backlash if he 

sent his son to a fee-paying school. The Deputy Prime Minister gave 

his clearest hint yet that he was looking at a private education for his 

children. They have two other sons, Miguel, three, and Alberto, seven. 
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The Lib Dem leader said: "I hope people would respect that our 

instinct is, like any parent, to do the best." (DMR 28 Jan 2013) 

 

This is a clear example of the types of ‘us’ and ‘them’ narrative deployed in 

the Mirror framing. The rhetoric questions if our education system is fair. Why 

should Nick Clegg, who at the time was a supporter of the academies 

programme, be able to send his children to an independent school, when 

‘his’ government touts academies as the new benchmark for the education 

sector. Does it make good sense for the Deputy Leader of the Coalition 

government to not send his children to an academy? Politics plays an 

important role in the way the narratives of fairness have been framed.  

 

THE Education Secretary has been secretly plotting to sell off schools, 

leaked documents have revealed. Michael Gove's department 

discussed the plan to move academies and "free schools" into the 

private sector - potentially making a profit. A memo of the meeting 

also shows funding for the administration of academies - Mr Gove's 

pet project - will need to be increased by March 2015 to cover costs. 

(DMR 11 Feb 2013)  

 

(Headline) Gove is not qualified to tell us how kids should be 

educated; Truth about schools shake-up (DMR 6 June 2013) 

 

As a component of common sense, narratives of ‘good sense’ feature as part 

of the ways through which the Mirror have framed distrust.  Although ‘good 
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sense’ plays out in the Daily Mail’s cultural framing through their selective 

use of representations, the Mirror’s focus is on the continued development of 

a normalised narrative which opposes academisation. For example, in the 

Mirror’s article from 11 Feb 2013, ‘leaked documents’ revealing that Gove 

has been ‘selling off’ schools. Further, in their reporting there is no mention 

of which documents they are referring to, nor which schools have been 

alleged to have been sold off. Having searched for the document 

independently myself, it is not possible to find anything except for what has 

been reported by popular media. This therefore means that audiences and 

readers, such as me, have to place more trust in what has been reported. 

Moreover, the emerging framings of events such as these are crucial to ways 

through which audiences make sense of academisation. It is interesting that 

the representations which have emerged through this single event alone, are 

excluded in the Daily Mail. This ‘secret memo’ was not picked up or reported 

on their news cycles. This event does not fit within the frame nor their wider 

narrative of freedoms which they have continually normalised as part of the 

culture of academisation.  

 

In framing the culture of academisation, the Daily Mirror have invested in 

building an educational commonsense which is critical of the ways through 

which academy schools operate. The dominant and marginalised 

representations present have allowed audiences to interact with what 

academisation means for them in their everyday life. It is through their 

framing that the Daily Mirror has provided a false sense of agency by 

creating narratives which have played on taken-for-granted assumptions 
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which have been normalised through their own version of what 

academisation means. 

 

What can and cannot be framed raises questions on the production of 

academies’ culture. The lack of reporting on major political events which 

occurred in 2013 such as the release of the report by the National Audit 

office and the changes to Ofsted guidance on academies, is an editorial 

decision about what not to frame. The exclusion of these events from new 

cycles could have been because the impact resulting from their release was 

only felt on a local level, and as such it may have been seen as not a matter 

for national news. These questions are the focus for potentially another 

research study through a Cultural Studies lens, as it requires an analysis and 

investigation into the editorial culture of news and the rationale behind 

decisions made by journalists and editors not to publish certain events. 

 

In the production of meaning, print media offered framing centred around 

dominant themes of freedom and standards. The Conservativism of the Daily 

Mail and the liberalism of the Daily Mirror are just two of the ways through 

which audiences have been able to interact with normalised meanings of 

academisation. In a year of freedom, standards, and distrust, the BBC 

offered their own framings. 

 

7.3.3 Broadcasting freedom & standards: challenging the 

Government’s public image  

As a site of cultural production, broadcast media offers a different way of 

engaging with academisation. The cultural framing in broadcast packages 
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has to work within an already established culture of academisation. Where 

they align themselves through the representations they use, and the themes 

made available to broader audiences, reveals another element to the cultural 

framing of academisation in the public imagination. Each broadcast package 

is produced and aired on national television. This means that the issues 

behind them would have been carefully chosen to be in line with national 

dominant themes, news stories and polemics in education.  

 

In October 2013, as part of a segment discussing academies, Newsnight 

aired a 10 minute package on the ‘academy scandal’ (as it is described 

therein) at the Bradford Kings Science Academy. The debate and broadcast 

came in response to the BBC ‘obtaining’ an audit report by the Education 

Funding Agency (EFA), which the BBC claimed contained “devastating 

criticism of financial management” at the academy school. The framing by 

the BBC and Newsnight, came during a period where there were many 

negotiated meanings in the culture of academisation. The Academies 

Commission published a report with a mixed reaction to the successes of 

academisation, and the Commons Public Accounts Committee (CPAC) 

criticised the Department for Education and Gove for their management of 

the academies programme.  

 

I explored the EFA report in question and having gone through the audit, 

which had been redacted on the final publication, there are some noted 

differences between the report and how it was framed by the BBC.  It was 

clear from the start of their package that the themes Newsnight focussed on 



305 | P a g e  
 

were serious mismanagement, nepotism, and fraud. In decoding the 

broadcast, the dominant thematic codes were Finance, Freedom, and 

Standards.  

 

As part of their framing of wider educational issues of academisation, the 

BBC mobilised representations in such a way that drew connections between 

issues in the finances and freedom. They used Liberal Democrat MP, David 

Ward, who the BBC framed as the ‘qualified’ voice of reason, and who 

questioned on the audience’s behalf whether fraud and financial 

mismanagement occurred because of a lack of appropriate qualification. The 

BBC are responsible for who they choose to use as part of their cultural 

framing, and how their own representations develop the framing. David Ward 

was described as a member of the Education Select Committee and a ‘long 

time critique of the free schools policy’. His questions and insight into the so-

called scandal followed some of the already normalised cultural framing 

present in popular culture which opposed the narrative of freedom. “Was this 

the right person, a fit person, to be running a publicly funded school?” This 

framing of a common sense narrative followed the representations which 

existed around standards and unqualified teachers. Although the framing 

does not explicitly state, the dominant code is still present.   

 

Concurrent to representations of financial mismanagement was the framing 

of standards which had its own representations contributing to the 

development of an educational commonsense. “The message which comes 

out loud and clear from the EFA report was that there was chaos in terms of 
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financial control and management at the academy” (Newsnight 2013). I have 

explored the EFA audit report and there is nothing which explicitly refers to 

the management of the academy, other than the finances. However, in order 

to build on the oppositional framing that something more sinister was going 

on, the BBC included another voice of reason in the form of a former 

anonymous teacher. The anonymous source is introduced as ‘a classroom 

teacher’ to provide another creditable voice of reason that talks ‘good sense’.   

 

 The level of chaos could be down to just incompetence based on 

inexperience …  and that they were unaware of how to run the 

schools and it was being made up as they go along”. (Newsnight 

2013) 

 

Although audiences are told from the outset that the package is about 

financial mismanagement and potential fraud, the process of framing 

academisation almost adhered to normalised representations of 

academisation which already existed in liberal popular media. The 

broadcast’s contribution to the growing cultural understanding of 

academisation is significant. As a cultural text in popular media it offered 

another way for audiences to consider the ‘real meaning’ of academisation. 

In framing the culture of academisation, the BBC and Newsnight offer 

audiences a way of understanding academies through a culture of financial 

misconduct and financial mismanagement, which has been framed as a 

result of too much ‘freedom’ and a lack of governance standards.  
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As part of the BBCs cultural framing of academisation, it is apparent that 

educational issues surrounding freedom and standards are embedded in 

their representation. It was a normalised part of the dialog and used in part 

as a means to understand and interact with the concept of academisation. 

There was no condemnation that free schools had the capacity to employ 

‘unqualified teachers’ and that maybe their governance structures did not 

have the right people, because in liberalist popular media these become 

almost taken-for-granted assumptions. As an ongoing process the 

normalisation of representations of academies’ culture and the culture of 

academisation continued into 2014.  

 

Rather than continuing my discussion of popular media’s reporting of 

academisation and the cultural framings which existed in 2014, I have 

dedicated Chapter 8 to this analysis. Although prior to the reporting of the 

Trojan Horse affair in 2014 there was a continued normalisation in the 

cultural framing of academisation, which is significant to this discussion. In 

Chapter 8 I discuss the representations which existed in popular media prior 

to the scandal and how they were re-imagined as a result of the affair. It is 

important to this research and to my discussion that the rapid changes in 

cultural framings be understood in the context of when they occurred, rather 

than splitting the discussion across two chapters. 

 

7.4 Conclusion 

In the history of the culture of academisation, what has become apparent 

through my analysis has been how popular media has sustained themes and 
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representations which have contributed to a process of normalisation. 

Popular media’s framing of academisation during the periods between 2012 

and 2014 normalised the culture framings which were established during the 

framing which emerged in 2010 and 2011. There is no one culture of 

academisation, nor is there one cultural framing of academisation. Politics 

and ideology is an embedded part of the process of encoding academisation. 

On the left, in more liberal popular media, thematic notions of finances and 

standards dominated the hegemonic codes which contributed to the 

representations and framing of what academisation means. In the 

Conservativism of the right, popular media followed central themes of 

freedom, through which there an emergence of new episodic themes which 

develop representations attributed to a wide range of academies policies.  

 

Freedom became part of the cultural identity of academisation, it is a taken-

for-granted representation which is promoted by the right and challenged by 

the left. As a theme, freedom has been the subject of much discussion, it has 

been mobilised to represent new autonomy and provide greater power to 

enable schools to ‘run how they want’. On the other hand, freedom has been 

opposed with the development of an educational commonsense that purports 

to show how ‘freedom’ led schools to unqualified teachers, allowed fraud to 

take place, created an inequality in admission, and is slowly leading to a 

decline in exam results. There are so many more representations of freedom 

which have been mobilised as part of the oppositional framing of 

academisation.  
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It was Hall (1996a) who suggested that identities are inside discourse, not 

outside, as such in order to understand them it is crucial to acknowledge that 

they are produced in “specific historical and institutional sites within specific 

discursive formations and practices, by specific enunciative strategies” (Hall 

1996a: 4). Popular media provided the discursive formations through which 

representations of ‘freedom’ were allowed to exist and become a part of the 

cultural framing and identity of academisation.   

 

In Chapter 8 I discuss and explore popular media’s cultural framing of 

academisation through the Trojan Horse scandal. Also, I consider the legacy 

of the Trojan Horse scandal on the education sector. In Chapter 9, I pick up 

my analysis at the start of 2015; it is here that a new educational 

commonsense emerged, a common sense centred around framing the 

future. 
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Chapter 8. Trojan Horse - A legacy of the 
culture of academisation (2014) 
 

Only a crisis - actual or perceived - produces real change. When that crisis 

occurs, the actions that are taken depend on the ideas that are lying around. 

That, I believe, is our basic function: to develop alternatives to existing 

policies, to keep them alive and available until the politically impossible 

becomes politically inevitable. (Friedman 1962: xiv) 

 

8.1 Introduction 

I start with a thought from Milton Friedman, the right-wing economist, who 

once suggested that only a crisis-actual or perceived-produces real change. 

Friedman, of course, was talking about change in the form of deregulation 

and mass privatisation of national services and the public sector. However, 

his idea can be readily applied to thinking about how ideas are created and 

inevitably become recognised by individuals and institutions as a part of 

society. I mention it not because of its neoliberal connotations, but rather 

because it is an introduction to a way of thinking about a scandal which 

created a perceived crisis which has changed the way educational services 

have been administered. 

 

I am of course referring to the Trojan Horse Scandal, an event which 

emerged in popular media framing in 2014. The scandal dominated popular 

media reporting of not only educational issues, but it also informed wider 

political and security issues. The actual event was of an alleged Islamist plot 
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to take over a free school in Birmingham. The Trojan Horse scandal is a 

high-profile event in the recent history of academisation.  

 

It is important not to forget that popular media acts as a site and space which 

have the ability to create, sustain, and perpetuate culture. The Trojan Horse 

affair has remained relatively understudied in cultural studies. How it has 

been represented and its contribution to the development of an educational 

commonsense is one area of research which is still lacking. 

 

There are a few studies, notably by Awan (2018) and Abbas (2017) whose 

research attempted to unpack and question the impact of the scandal on 

Muslim communities in Birmingham. Their research served as the starting 

point not only for grounding my analysis, but also for providing a background 

for understanding the subject. In questioning the role of the media in the 

scandal, Awan asked “how had the media and political portrayal of Trojan 

Horse impacted upon communities in Birmingham?” (Awan 2018: 202). It 

was no surprise that his research revealed that “the media portrayal and the 

use of sensationalist headlines had depicted them as would-be terrorists” 

(Awan 2018: 208). Similarly, Abbas (2017), who describes how media 

discourses projected the Trojan Horse affair as part of a moral panic, which 

reversed Labour’s city academies policy that saw faith, as a ‘catalyst for 

social cohesion’ (Abbas 2017: 421). 

 

Awan (2018) and Abbas (2017) did not challenge or question what 

representations existed in popular media and the contribution to the 
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development of an educational commonsense as part of their education 

policy analyses. The depiction of Muslims and the Muslim communities in 

Birmingham as would-be terrorists emerged through an ethnographic 

analysis of communities in Birmingham, not through their analysis of popular 

media framing.  

 

This chapter serves as a case study through which my analysis and 

discussion of the Trojan Horse scandal explores the event itself and the 

dominant and marginalised themes and representations which emerged. In 

addition to my discussion of the cultural framing of academisation during this 

period, I also look at elements of framing which contributed to the 

development of the othering in the lead up to 2014. Finally, I move onto 

discussion of legacy of the Trojan Horse affair and the legacy 

representations which have resided in popular media cultural framing of 

academisation since 2014.  

 

The Trojan Horse affair was a high-profile event, unlike any other seen in 

education at the time. The way it was represented, and the taken-for-granted 

ways of thinking which emerged because of it, are of significance as they 

formed part of a wider picture in understanding the cultural framing of 

academisation. In attending to the Trojan Horse scandal, I am attending to 

the representations which have framed education, academisation, and the 

communities which have been affected by the cultural framing of the popular 

media. 
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8.2 Framing cultural narratives of a different problem pre-

Trojan Horse 

The framing of the Trojan Horse scandal varied significantly. The debates of 

the left raged that the so called ‘Islamist plot’ was a result of the freedom and 

deregulation which academies had been afforded. Conversely, on the right, it 

was something more sinister, the ‘Muslim problem’ within schools. Although 

themes and framings emerged in 2014 in response to the affair, 

representations of otherness and the marginalisation of Muslims existed in 

popular media prior to the scandal, but they were re-imagined as a result of 

the affair.  

 

The Conservatism of the Daily Mail since 2010 created and developed 

representations of otherness that attempted to mobilise ways of thinking 

about what the impact of immigration and Muslim faith schools had been on 

the education system. Following the 2010 general election and subsequent 

introduction of the Academies Act 2010, their style of reporting was very 

defensive. What I mean by this is they were vocal supporters of the 

Government, and Michael Gove, and their framing of academisation was 

mixed between championing academisation and arguing the that only 

academisation could fix the ‘broken’ education system left by Labour. In 

Chapters 6 and 7, I unpacked and explored the representations that 

emerged as a result of framings. Since late 2010 up until 2014 there was a 

steady stream of otherness in the way the Daily Mail mobilised and told 

audiences what to fear.  

 



314 | P a g e  
 

Ofsted backs schools that insist on the veil: Even though one of them 

'opposes lifestyle of the West'. At least three Muslim faith schools are 

forcing girls as young as 11 to wear face covering veils. One of the 

schools also insists that its fees are paid in cash and warns parents 

against speaking to the local education authority. All three have been 

approved by education watchdog Ofsted (DML 4 Oct 2010) 

 

Headline - Halal Britain:  

Schools and institutions serving up ritually slaughtered meat). Halal 

meat is being routinely served at some of Britain’s most popular 

sporting venues, pubs, schools and hospitals without the public’s 

knowledge, it has emerged. Last night there were growing concerns 

that members of public were unwittingly supporting a cruel form of 

butchery. School children across Britain are routinely given halal meat 

with the only alternative a vegetarian option. (DML 25 Jan 2011) 

 

A Muslim faith school has revealed that less than one per cent of its 

pupils class English as their main language. Of the 630 youngsters at 

Iqra Slough Islamic Primary School in Berkshire, just ten are non-

Muslim and more than 99 per cent class English as an 'additional' 

language. … The school had faced educational meltdown 18 months 

ago after a bad Ofsted report, but is now 'making good progress', as 

bosses have claimed that 'faith has paid off'. (DML 30 April 2012) 
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It was not that the DML was playing on what they believed their readers’ 

fears to be, they were creating fear and panic through their framing and 

evocative headlines in such a way that it told their audience what to be afraid 

of. Choice is diminished for audiences through representations such as 

these. The common sense which was constructed through their reporting 

presented a Conservative vision of education which upholds the newspapers 

notion of British values. In the build up to the Trojan Horse affair in 2014, the 

social values of education were presented as being incompatible with Muslim 

identity and culture. Academies were constructed as an alternative to the 

current system of schooling that had been supposedly influenced by Muslim 

culture and vales. Academisation became a part of a large debate on the 

Islamification of education. 

 

For example, the Mail’s reporting from October 2010, these ‘Muslim’ faith 

schools which were brought into the debate were all academies, which 

converted under the Tory Governments academisation. The Mail had no 

opposition to these schools because they were academies, their opposition 

was because they were teaching Islam, which Gove’s academisation policies 

allowed. The cultural framing, which is are almost comical, it would be 

funnier if these were not printed in a daily national British newspaper. There 

is no clarity as to what ‘opposing lifestyles of the West’ means. The lack of 

clarity allows the newspaper to construct their own meaning for their readers. 

Muslims are constructed as a stereotypical ‘enemy’ who have imposed their 

own values in an educational setting. The marginalisation of Muslim faith 

schools and the exclusion of knowledge and broader information which might 
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potentially stimulate a debate that could not only challenge the Daily Mail’s 

narrative, but also the Government academies agenda, is symptomatic of the 

DML’s framing.  

 

The Mail’s framing of immigration, migration, Muslims, and faith schools 

through the lens of academies and academisation contributes to their overall 

development of an educational commonsense which provokes a response 

that seeks to justify that faith, partially the Muslim faith, is a problem in 

education. These examples relate to the processes through which Muslims 

have been represented in education. It is also not just the Daily Mail whose 

conservative editorial agenda othered specific religious groups and 

communities.  

 

As part of my analysis and exploration of the cultural framing of 

academisation between 2010 – 2012 I explored a spectrum of daily British 

newspapers, and what became apparent is how the Mail’s educational 

framings of a Muslim problem are prevalent in the Daily Telegraph, but not 

overtly in The Times. These types of framing, certainly through my analysis 

up until the Trojan Horse scandal was reported in 2014, were contained to 

the conservativism of right-wing newspapers. 

 

The Daily Mirror, Guardian, and Independent framings rejected faith schools 

but not because of their religious orientation. There was no stigmatisation or 

othering of faith; their representations built an educational commonsense 

that rejected free schools and faith schools for ideological and political 
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reasons. The culture of academy schools was brought into question - not 

their faith. Faith schools are part of the wider free school’s initiative, setup 

under the Conservative social policy of the Big Society, as I discussed in 

Chapter 2. Free schools are an extension of the academies programme, they 

were conceived by Michael Gove. There were proposed as an educational 

initiative that was claimed to provide schools with more freedom from local 

authority bureaucracy and give more control to parents. Newspaper framing 

is significant as they were constructing academy schools for their readers as 

another level of educational negligence. It was never the case that a parent 

should not send their child to a faith school because of its faith based 

denomination. Rather faiths free schools were unregulated which 

perpetuated the lowering of a better standard of education by allowing 

unqualified teachers to work in schools. 

 

The Muslim narrative in the Daily Mail generated episodic themes and ways 

of thinking of Muslim faith schools in relation to education. However, it is 

important not to overlook the other episodic themes which occurred when the 

faith schools were not Islamic. Faith schools, in themselves were not the 

problem as they were represented as an education policy initiative which was 

framed as improving the education for pupils. 

 

WITH the opening of the first of Michael Gove's free schools, today 

begins an experiment which deserves every success. By allowing 

parents, teachers and faith groups to set up taxpayer-funded schools, 

independent of local authority control, the Education Secretary is 
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introducing an element of real choice and diversity to a monolithic 

state system. (DML 1 Sept 2011) 

 

The number of schools failing to meet basic targets for performance 

fell by more than half, from 1,310 to 521. Of these 521, 45 have 

already shut down or been turned into academies under the control of 

outside sponsors. Many of the rest now face closure or takeover. Faith 

schools were more likely to achieve good results than other primaries, 

it emerged. Some 62 per cent of the 896 primaries which brought all 

pupils up to expected levels in English and maths were faith schools, 

despite them making up only a third of primaries nationally. (DML 14 

December 2012) 

 

The Mail’s problematisation was not of faith schools, they are framed and 

represented as beacons of hope and success for the future of 

academisation. When faith schools were not of a Muslim orientation, they 

were no contestation of their values. The subject of the Mail’s audience is 

framed as a White, Middle-class, Christian, parent. Non-Muslim faith schools 

were constructed as good schools because they were part of the free 

school’s initiative. Faith schools were not just about framing academies and 

academisation, but they also became part of a wider debate on the social 

values of education.  Muslim faith schools became a site for contestation for 

these two newspapers, where there was a real struggle over meaning.  
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The cultural framing which occurred certainly up until 2014 demonstrated a 

rejectionist and oppositional framing towards the narrative of Muslim schools. 

The Islamification of education, as the Mail framed the narrative, needed to 

be stopped because these schools were allowing education to decline. The 

solution was once again, academy schools. The repetitive framing constantly 

built up a way of thinking which suggested that academy schools were the 

right way to educate children. It became a normal and unchallenged way of 

thinking about education, so normal that it remained unchallenged by the 

Mirror. Thinking about representation, it is important not to overlook the fact 

that they challenge identities. Hall described how: 

representations sometimes call our very identities into question. We 

struggle over them because they matter – and these are contests from 

which serious consequences can flow. They define what is ‘normal’, 

who belongs – and therefore, who is excluded. (Hall 1997: 10).  

 

It was not just Muslim identity that was being challenged and changed, but it 

was also the perceived identity in and around schools. How schools operated 

and what education meant was at the forefront of their framing.  

 

I come back to Johnson’s (1986/7) the circuit of culture here because 

representations play a significant role in the way culture is realised and 

refined by audiences through the cultural frames made available to them by 

popular media. At the time these representations existed it would be fair to 

say no one was expecting the Trojan Horse affair, as such, to build an 

educational commonsense which promoted faith schools, but demonised 
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Muslims schools, was not in response to any event but rather part of the 

condition through which a culture of academisation was produced. There 

was progressive repetition in the Mail which made Muslims the problem. It 

started to become more normal to see Muslims being blamed for problems 

with faith schools – and more generally as a problem within education. 

 

There cultural moments across popular media are both abstract and 

contextual. In the abstract, the Muslim narrative was introduced as a means 

to further an ideological common-sense way of thinking which connected 

Muslims within education more generally. The contextual moments saw an 

interpellation whereby faith schools were problematised because of Muslims. 

Although the Trojan Horse scandal was a defining moment in the history of 

the culture of academisation, and certainly it was represented by the right as 

demonstrating the inherent dangers with Muslims running schools.  In 2013 

there was a similar event which was not scandalised.  

 

 

 

 

8.2.1 The Trojan Horse before Trojan Horse 

I feel it necessary to account for this moment in the history of the cultural 

framing of academisation, because it marked what would eventually become 

part of a series of representations which contributed to the way the Trojan 

Horse scandal was brought into the public imagination.  
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I am referring to the events which unfolded in a free school in Derby, the Al-

Madinha free school. This was the first time I found through my data 

collection and analysis, whereby there was cross media coverage of an 

event involving a Muslim faith school. The Al-Madinha free school provides 

an insight into what the dominant and marginalised themes and 

representations in popular media cultural framing of academisation were.  

 

What made Al-Madinha different from the other Muslim narratives was the 

educational commonsense being mobilised through the representations. 

Newspapers were constructing for their readers a way of thinking about what 

education meant, and also defining once more what the social values of 

academy schools were. Although it was not just education that was subject 

to new framings, but also Muslim identity was being challenged. The Daily 

Mail’s approach was to strip back the government’s reputation from the 

Muslim problem, the extent to which they were in effect shielding the free 

schools initiative. As part of their representation of a Muslim problem or take-

over, there was a constant aggressive narrative of blame without panic. The 

subject being constructed through their reporting was that of the parents who 

should be worried about Muslims infiltrating society and education. If not 

already parents needed to be worried about the Muslims coming into their 

schools.  

 

Inspectors are to be sent ‘within days’ to a Muslim free school where 

girls are segregated from boys and non-Muslim female staff forced to 

wear hijabs. Insiders at Al-Madinah School say it has become 
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increasingly religious since opening. Teachers claim this has led to 

children’s education suffering. Stringed instruments, singing, reading 

fairy tales and even using the word ‘pig’ are banned, according to 

staff, who say they are also obliged to wear headscarves. (DML 22 

Sept 2013) 

 

A controversial Muslim free school is set to be placed in special 

measures after a damning official report condemned it as 

'dysfunctional' and says that it is 'in chaos'. Al-Madinah, a free school 

in Derby, has repeatedly been featured in the Press for allegedly 

forcing women teachers to cover their hair and making boys and girls 

sit separately in class. A minister told MPs today that the school would 

not be allowed to 'languish in failure' and insisted the Government had 

taken 'swift action' to deal with the problem. (DML 17 Oct 2013) 

 

Under-fire Muslim free school accused of conflict of interest as audit 

'uncovers governors' links to suppliers and £20,000 in irregular 

payments'. Governors of Britain's first Muslim free school may have 

conflicting links with suppliers and £20,000 of 'irregular payments' 

have been discovered in its accounts, a leaked Government audit has 

revealed. (DML 19 Nov 2013) 

 

These types of narrative were endemic at the time in the way Muslims were 

blamed for their mismanagement of the school. Episodic themes of fraud, 

curriculum, admission, and dress code were all blamed as part of the wider 
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Islamic problem faced in education. When considering the framing it is 

important to consider not just what common sense has been constructed for 

the reader but also who’s common sense it was. Issues such as Muslims 

taking over schools is not just for the parents, but it is also a wider societal 

issue for ‘all’ people. It comes back to the wider public and the notion of the 

‘ordinary’ person no connected or invented in education. It is not coincidental 

these hostile framing occurred during the same period in 2013 when the 

Conservative government introduced immigration and welfare reforms. 

These are political representations supporting political narratives. With 

respect to the culture in an around schooling, the message for the parent, 

and the teacher, is to be aware of Muslim schooling and their practices. The 

framing which emerged during this period is dangerous as it created an 

ideological and political narrative which centred on hate.  

 

It is problematic that at no point was it mentioned, or included, in this cultural 

moment, that all of these issues were a result of the newfound freedoms that 

free schools had because of academisation. The freedom for those who 

conform and subscribe to the academies approach – the freedom to do what 

they wanted with a lack of local authority oversight led to a lack of regulation 

and oversight , which was a determining factor in why mistakes were not 

picked up sooner. This illusion of freedom is appealing for the reader as it 

provides an element of choice. However, creating Islamophobic narratives 

under the guise of freedom creates a dangerous precedent as it opens the 

gates for normalisation. The repetitive assertations were that Muslims are 
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taking over education; Muslims are creating inequalities in schooling; and 

that Muslims are going against the presupposed ‘British values’. 

In stark contrast to the Daily Mail’s framing of Al-Madinah, the Daily Mirror 

offered their own educational commonsense – one which challenged not only 

the Mail’s framings but also opposed the Government’s educational 

narrative. In the liberalism of the Mirror, this event was not a Muslim problem, 

but rather a wide reaching educational issue to do with the culture of 

academisation. These are the cultures in and around schools that lends itself 

to developing meaningful ways of thinking about how academies are run. 

This includes the practices involved in the ways schools operate, but also the 

justification for the existence of academy schools. In problematising the 

government’s education policies in the Daily Mirror, there was no Muslim 

causation rather it was a result of the failure by the Conservative 

government. The meaningful way of thinking, which was constructed, was 

that the failures of the school governance was a result of systematic political 

reforms in education. 

 

The leaders of a controversial Muslim free school that has been 

declared failing by inspectors accepted today that it has a "whole 

range of problems". Al-Madinah free school in Derby was branded 

"dysfunctional" by Ofsted in a damning report which criticised 

governors for failing to keep pupils safe and appreciate how poor 

pupils' experiences are. Ofsted criticised governors for failing to keep 

children safe and to appoint staff with the right skills, knowledge and 

experience. (DMR 8 Oct 2013) 
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A Muslim free school branded “dysfunctional” by Ofsted is coming 

under increasing pressure to close. In a damning judgement, the 

schools’ watchdog said Al-Madinah free school in Derby is failing and 

is set to be put into special measures. ... Inspectors found that most of 

the primary school teachers had not taught before and the head of the 

primary school had only taught in a secondary school. (DMR 18 Oct 

2013) 

 

The emerging representation framed academisation as contributing to the 

catastrophic failures. In attacking and challenging the already established 

and normalised theme of freedom the DMR became another actor shaping 

public opinion and contributing to a way of understanding what 

academisation meant in the culture of everyday life. The failures of the Al-

Madinah school fitted in well with the Mirror’s cultural narrative that free 

schools cannot be trusted because there has been a constant lack of 

oversight. Freedom does not create or provide a better standard of 

education, and this point is woven through their framing. Muslims were not at 

fault for the issues discovered in this Derby Free School. Rather it was the 

fault of the Conservative government for allowing faith schools to operate 

without oversight. This kind of common sense narratives were being 

constructed by the DMR during this period. This was in keeping with their 

social values of education, that had been constructed for their readers. 

Education is on the brink of collapse and the Free School in Derby was 

another example of this. Although it was not just about the social values of 
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education, these framing spoke more about the Mirrors editorial values and 

the values of their readership. 

 

I am disappointed by the Mirror as once again they did not offer an 

alternative way of thinking besides scrapping academies as the only potential 

solution. Their only way of challenging the academies project was through a 

political lens, as opposed to going deeper into the failures into the policies of 

the initiative. However, once again this would have meant exposing that 

academy schools were a New Labour initiative.  

 

I mention these framings in detail because it sets the backdrop of what is to 

come. The framing of Muslims and Muslim faith free schools in education 

was a prevailing representation which existed in popular media prior to the 

Trojan Horse. In 2014 when the scandal was realised it received significant 

media coverage, the Conservatism of the Daily Mail did not mobilise new 

representations, the residual representations which already existed in 

popular media became the dominant hegemonic narrative that sustained the 

way Trojan Horse was represented. In a way the DML built on and extend 

their commonsense way of thinking that was established as a result of their 

framing of the Al-Madinah free school.  

 

8.3 Introducing Trojan Horse in the public imagination 

through popular media representations  

The Trojan Horse scandal entered the public imagination through popular 

media reporting and framing in March 2014. In what almost seemed to be a 
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continuation of the Al-Madinah free school failure, new cultural framing 

emerged in the form of an Islamic plot to take over the Birmingham school. It 

was popular media who termed this event as Trojan Horse, which would 

subsequently become part of a wider normalised rhetoric by the 

Government, and with this language came the representation of a new moral 

panic.  

 

As I attend to popular media cultural framings of this educational issue in the 

public imagination, I am reminded once more of Hall’s thoughts on the role of 

Cultural Studies in everyday life. How popular media framed Trojan Horse 

and the representations which emerged and dominated the news agenda is 

of huge significance. It tells a story of how one event helped to shape a 

cultural meaning, public opinion and crucially, an educational commonsense 

which is still being referenced years after the event. It was this event which 

led to a shift in the construction of a common sense for the reader, it 

changed the social values of academy schools. The meaning which once 

dominated the news framing suddenly became subordinated. There was a 

real struggle over meaning how audiences, and parents, should be thinking 

about academisation, not just in the Conservativism of the Mail but also in 

the Liberalism of the Mirror.  

 

The introduction of the Trojan Horse narrative came at a time when there 

was already attention placed on the academies and free schools programme. 

Allegations of fraud, educational mismanagement, and lack of standards and 
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of course the Al-Madinah free school, all contributed to an intense cultural 

framing which saw the left and right mobilising different narratives. 

 

In the Conservatism of the Daily Mail there was an almost shift in gears. 

Gone were the dominant and episodic themes of academies raising 

standards and an educational commonsense argument of how free schools 

supported the working poor by providing a better standard of education. 

These were replaced by one singular theme - radicalisation. The idea that 

Gove’s academies, which had been touted as the promised future of 

education in Britain, had been infiltrated by ‘Islamic radicals’ was 

unthinkable. The Birmingham Muslim free school at the centre of the scandal 

became the cause of the problem. This new narrative built on an already 

constructed question for their audience - what is the right and wrong to 

educate children? Their framings used this event as another means to 

highlight how ‘good’ academies were, whilst presupposing that schools which 

were not part of the academy programme were ‘bad’. My point of contention 

with this type of framing was that it was unfounded. The Mail’s reporting 

centred on speculation of documents which were never verified. 

 

(Headline – Leaked documents detail dirty tricks of Jihad Operation.)  

MUSLIM fundamentalists are plotting to take over state schools, 

according to leaked documents. Activists have launched a campaign 

to oust headteachers using dirty tricks such as spreading false 

allegations and packing governing bodies with their supporters. The 
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dossier names several schools in the Birmingham area as targets of 

alleged plots. (DML 8 March 2014) 

 

(Headline - Internet Hate Messages of the Extremist School Teacher)  

TEACHERS at the heart of a hardline Muslim plot to takeover state 

schools exchanged social media messages showing explicit 

homophobia and extreme anti-Western views. The teachers - many of 

whom are still in their posts - called for more Islamic influence on 

education because the British system was crooked' and debased'. 

According to messages examined in a report by former counter-

terrorism chief Peter Clarke, ‘the teachers said women had a 

perpetual role serving men' and that boys and girls should be taught 

separately. (DML 23rd July 2014) 

 

There was a constant repetition that ‘Islamic values’ were being imposed on 

British education. The notion being constructed for the reader was that this 

could not co-exist. British education and British values were under threat. 

Other than just ‘Muslims’ there was never anything more concrete to 

demonstrate who or what exactly was being threatened. The taken-for-

granted meaning was that freedom was under threat, standards were under 

threat, British values were at threat. Education was under attack and one 

solution to fix this, without direct reference, were the academy school system 

as it could reform schooling. 
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I have limited the number of examples to just two, there are many to choose 

from which all exemplify the state of reporting during this period. I want to 

make the point that it is not simply about the number of articles published 

during this period that made the Trojan Horse what it was, it was the 

representations, the language, and the framing which all contributed to 

developing an already established and normalised educational 

commonsense.  

 

As the news cycle evolved and the story developed the dominant theme was 

not the failure of this free school, or the policies of free schools, but it was 

Muslims and that there was a secret Muslim takeover. The anti-Muslim 

hostility connected education with morality, radicalisation, terrorism, and the 

need to improve standards. Episodic themes followed the failure of Ofsted in 

inspecting this Muslim schools, the incompatibility of Islam with British 

education, and the requirement to teach Fundamental British Values. The 

representations which emerged during this highly political event framed 

academisation as the target.  

 

The development of the ‘us and them’ narrative, combined with the 

marginalisation of Muslims, led to an educational commonsense way of 

thinking about this event which blamed Muslims. The notion of ‘us’ and 

‘them’ can be understood as one of the many dimensions of ‘inclusion’ and 

‘exclusion’ which occurs through language (Wodak 2008). Through a 

sociological lens, notions of ‘us’ and them’ relate more to ways of thinking 

about the discursive construction of perceptions and prejudice. “Discursive 
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construction starts with the labelling of the social actors, proceeds to the 

generalisation of negative attributions and then elaborates arguments to 

justify the exclusion of many and inclusion of some” (Delanty et al 2008: 4). 

As an approach to interacting with and exploring texts, through an ‘us’ and 

‘them’ lens, it is important to highlight how “the construction of in- and out-

groups necessarily implies the use of strategies of positive self-presentation 

and negative presentation of others” (Wodak 2008: 62). The “positive self- 

and negative other-presentation” (ibid) always requires evidence and 

justification, which occurs through the language presented. In considering 

the role of the media as the holders of language and information, they have 

the ability to change the balance of positive self- and negative other-

presentation representation. 

 

In the case of academisation, there was an exclusion of any information or 

narrative which suggested that the free school system, which was 

championed by the Government, was to blame. As a political educational 

project, the Governments academy school programme allowed for de-

regulation and lack of local authority oversight. These elements of the so 

called ‘freedom’ of academies is what allowed for problems to occur. Neither 

Muslims nor the Islamic faith should be to be blamed for the governments 

failures for introduction wide sweeping educational reforms. While the 

assumed reader the Mail are writing towards are the White British Middle-

Class parents, their framing pushes the boundaries beyond just parents. The 

representation of the Trojan Horse event made their reporting more 

accessible to all ‘ordinary’ member of the public in other areas of society. 
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This was not just an educational issue, it raised questions of multiculturalism, 

immigration, and diversity – all areas of society which suddenly overlapped 

with educational framing.  

 

In their defence of academisation, the Mail’s framings undoubtedly 

influenced the imagined agency audiences are perceived to have. The role of 

common sense in the formation of ideas and the impact it has on an 

individual’s agency, through its ability to guide thoughts and behaviour, must 

be acknowledged and recognised. There are subjective ways of reading 

academisation, through which popular media is one vehicle for the delivery of 

representations that contribute to this. What can we seen though the Mail’s 

framing is what Entman described as part of the process of framing. Framing 

of academisation involved the selection of some “aspects of a perceived 

reality and make them more salient in a communicating text, in such a way 

as to promote a particular problem definition, causal interpretation, moral 

evaluation, and/or treatment recommendation (Entman 1993: 52).  

 

In their abject defence of Michael Gove there was never any blame or onus 

which held the Government accountable. Instead, the framings either 

suggested that there was a problem, but Gove and the Conservative 

government were quick to deal with the issues of a Muslim takeover, or 

blame was placed on governmental department for their failures such as 

Ofsted for the lack of oversight. It was framed as though it was never the 

fault of the policy and always the fault of the people. Michael Gove was in 

effect being shielded by the Mail. The problem I have with these types of 
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framings is that they did not want to hold the government to account. An 

essential function of the media, especially at a national news, there is a 

responsibility to hold power to account and not to sell stereotypes. 

 

(Headline – 15 Schools Targeted as Gove Goes to War on Islamic 

Takeover) FIFTEEN schools are now being investigated over an 

alleged plot by hardline Muslims to teach extremist beliefs to children. 

Michael Gove is said to have told Ofsted inspectors to fail any schools 

that appear to be involved. The Education Secretary is said to have 

told inspectors to fail schools where religious Conservatism is getting 

in the way of learning and a balanced curriculum'. If enough schools 

are rated inadequate, Mr Gove will call for further snap inspections. 

(DML 14 April 2014) 

 

Gove become somewhat of a saviour of education, or so he was portrayed 

and framed. No matter the problem Michael Gove was on hand to ‘fix’ the 

problem. The Mail constantly normalised the idea that Trojan Horse was not 

a governmental policy problem. Repetitively saying that as soon as Gove 

and the Department for Education found out new information ‘they’ dealt with 

the problem swiftly. There was always a reactive narrative, rather than 

problematising what lead this school to being allowed to teach its own 

curriculum. 

  

(Headline – Ofsted Chief’s Humiliating Retreat on Claim Gove 

Opposed Snap Inspections)  
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Gove forced the chief education watchdog into a humiliating 

climbdown last night following a public clash over plans for snap 

school inspections. Ofsted head Sir Michael Wilshaw back-tracked 

after he suggested that the Education Secretary had opposed his 

plans for inspectors to be allowed to make no-notice' visits to schools. 

(DML – 11 June 2014) 

 

Trojan Horse became a real public problem that went beyond the realm of 

educational news. Trojan Horse was a tool through which the Mail was able 

to produce a common sense way of thinking about the values of education. 

Their framing also speaks volumes as to their imagined audience during this 

period. It was not just the parents seeking the best education for their child. 

There was a slow transition towards the notion that parents feared sending 

their children to schools for the risk of radicalisation. The culture of 

academisation created a discussion of what to expect for the safety in 

schools and crucially what lessons could be learnt through Trojan Horse. 

 

In creating a moral panic over an Islamic takeover, the DML did not have to 

go far as this narrative already existed but never really mobilised. Moreover, 

what they did was redefine the boundaries as to where the threat was 

coming from, and who and what was in danger. In the past, as I have 

discussed, it was always the generic Muslim identity with a lack of specificity 

around anything other than just Islamic practices. This time it was different – 

the audience’s agency was subverted by new representations which 

attempted to define this failure in educational governance as a security issue. 



335 | P a g e  
 

It is more than a scary story relying on outdated stereotypes and right-wing 

representations. The problematisation of a Muslim free school as part of 

some wider operation committing radical Jihad has consequences on the 

preferred reading embraced in the culture of everyday life.  

 

What started as one Muslim free school became four Muslim faith schools, 

and then 20 Muslim free schools and the framing continued with the 

representations spreading panic. The social anxiety and cultural identities 

which were mobilised, went beyond the marginalisation and the narrative of 

exclusion which had been seen previously, this was something new. This 

was a reckoning for the culture of academisation, one which attempted not 

only to marginalise Muslim faith schools, but it attempted to discredit and 

remove them from the narrative of academisation, to the extent that they 

were demonised. The fear which was generated captured a cultural moment 

which was capitalised on by popular media.   

 

“Frames focus on what will be discussed, how it will be discussed, and above 

all, how it will not be discussed. Frames are like the border around a picture 

that separates it from the wall, and from other possibilities” (Altheide and 

Michalowski 1999: 478). In thinking about what was missing, this educational 

issue became a highly politicised security issue of radicalisation, and not a 

debate nor a discussion about the growing incompetence and failure in an 

unjust education policy.  
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Whilst Trojan Horse dominated the educational commonsense at the time, it 

is important not to overlook that episodic themes unrelated to Trojan Horse 

still flourished. Freedom was still a major part of the way academisation was 

understood. Themes integrated freedom with representations of increased 

demand for free schools and academies, academies being better than state 

schools, and the justification of disproportionate pay scales. The reporting 

during this period presented conflicting ways of thinking about education. 

While in the Mail, academy schools were actively being constructed as the 

future of education, they still had to contend with an educational event which 

could potentially destroy its brand and reputational image. Academies were 

in crisis but just for the imagined reader - the parent deciding where to send 

their children to school. Trojan Horse marked a turning point, certainly in the 

Daily Mail, in the way Muslims in education became associated with issues 

of extremism and radicalisation. However, in the Daily Mirror, a staunchly 

liberal left-wing newspaper, the cultural framing of Trojan Horse told a 

different story.   

 

8.3.1 The other side of the Trojan Horse plot  

 

Prior to the Trojan Horse, the Daily Mirror did not have an issue with 

opposing, rejecting, and even challenging the Government’s education 

policies which led to the dramatic failures of faith schools and Muslim free 

schools. It was always very clear in their reporting that the failures in 

education were a direct result of Conservative policy and not that of Muslims, 

nor any faith group. However, something changed. Trojan Horse was 
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different. For the first time there were some overlapping representations and 

themes in the way this education story was realised in the culture of 

everyday life through popular media’s representation.  There was a different 

narrative, one which started off blaming Muslims but not faith schools. This 

difference was crucial to the Mirror cultural framing of academisation and 

faith free schools. For the first time, certainly in my analysis, the schools at 

the centre of the Trojan Horse scandal were blamed because they were 

Muslim. That was an inescapable fact of the story. But these frames soon 

changed. 

 

(Headline – Extremists run schools)  

A headteacher claims she was driven out of her school by Muslim 

extremists as part of a dirty tricks campaign being probed by police. 

(DMR 10 March 2014) 

The language of extremism and fundamentalism became part of the ways in 

which the Mirror framed their narrative. It soon became normal to see these 

linguistic choices appearing regularly in their reporting. 

 

(Headline – 25 schools in ‘Trojan Horse’ plot; Muslim fanatics planned 

takeover) MUSLIM extremists tried to take over as many as 25 

schools in one city, a council now fears. The alleged plot, dubbed 

Operation Trojan Horse, involved forcing head teachers and 

governors to quit so Sharia style regimes could be introduced. The 

Department for Education is probing 15 of the city's schools. It 

controls academies at the heart of the plot. (DMR 15 April 2014) 
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(Headline - Trojan Horse school chief exposed as bigot who wants 

adulterers and gays sent into exile) Shahid Akmal, who condones 

aspects of Sharia Law, told an undercover Mirror reporter that “white 

women have the least amount of morals” Until last week, Akmal was 

the chairman of governors at Nansen Primary School in Birmingham, 

where music was banned and inspectors found pupils were not 

sufficiently protected from radicalisation. (DMR 22 July 2014) 

 

What started out as a Muslim problem soon became framed as extremist and 

fundamentalist problem. The Trojan Horse plot that was subverting our 

education. Similar us and them narratives of blame and fear prevailed but it 

was never because they were simply just Muslim it was because of their 

ideologies. Extremism, radicalisation, and fundamentalism became part of 

the discussion, all these representations were marginalised and not 

discussed by the DML. This is one the key differences between the Mail and 

the Mirror, Muslims were not just a problem but rather they were part of a 

growing problem which occurred beyond education. There was a struggle 

over the meanings constructed by the media during this period as a 

consequence of highly political representations which emerged. The Trojan 

Horse scandal did not just affect the ways audiences could makes sense of 

what academisation stands for, but it also impacted the social values of 

academics and education. 
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Even with their liberal ideologies, which has been demonstrated through their 

cultural framing of academisation since 2010, the Daily Mirror were not able 

to escape a narrative of blame. In a way they could not afford to alienate 

their audiences by going against a narrative of extremism or a narrative of 

fundamentalism. 

 

It is important not to forget that in 2014 there was a radical resurgence in 

Syria which gave rise to group known as ISIS. British popular media could 

not be seen to be going soft or being sympathetic with these issues. Trojan 

Horse was framed as an education issue, but the framing was slowly 

constructed for audiences as a security issue. Fundamentalism and 

radicalisation became part of the official narrative in education. The rise of 

ISIS, and the media reporting of this group, sparked a new ideological way of 

thinking about religious fundamentalism and more importantly the 

problematisation of Muslims in British society. The common sense narrative 

constructed during this time was no longer just for the parents it was for all 

people. Education mattered because it has been constructed as a space of 

conflict, a place where ‘British’ values were being destroyed.  The 

transformation of this from an educational issue to a security issue was 

marked by the presence of the Clarke report, in which recommendations 

were made on the state of the British education. It was not the case that the 

Mirror was attacking Muslims and Muslims free schools; rather they were 

defending faith schools through their rejection of the Birmingham faith free 

school referred to as Trojan Horse. What makes this different from the 

cultural framings which existed in the DML, and other Conservative news 
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groups, was that there was no love for academisation and that had not 

changed throughout the whole affair.  

 

As an educational issue, the story was of Muslim extremism. The Mirror’s  

problematisation of this issue generated a new representation which 

introduced security issues into the debate. In comparison with the Daily Mail, 

whose framing attempted to manipulate public opinion in such a way that 

suggested all Muslim faith schools were unsafe, the Mirror’s educational 

commonsense did not directly address the Muslim representations; instead 

they stuck to the narrative of extremism; they raised questions which 

undoubtedly entered in the culture of everyday life, what extremism looks like 

in society and in schools. 

 

As part of this sensationalism, the DMR was also embroiled in an exposé in 

which an undercover reporter had a secret interview with one of the former 

governors of the Trojan Horse school. This exposé by the Mirror was nothing 

short of an attempt by them to capture the headline and sell more 

newspapers. Aside from the undercover interview with a former school 

governor their framing added nothing new to the then growing debate on 

extremism.  

 

Although panic and fear were mobilised by the DMR, thematic 

representations of extremism and radicalisation were just part of the 

dominant hegemonic codes prevailing through their framing. The other 

theme dominating their news agenda was ‘deregulation’. Episodic themes 
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which emerged related to narratives that the problem with Trojan Horse, 

besides extremism, was the lack of oversight—an endemic problem with free 

schools. Wider representations attempted to build on the already normalised 

framing that government’s policy of academisation was contributing to the 

lack of qualified teachers, allowing schools to set their own curriculum, and 

poor financial management. Moving away from the extremism and 

representations of how secular ideologies led to the Trojan Horse scandal 

emerging, the Mirror had not forgotten about their framings which opposed 

academisation. It was not simply that Muslims were to blame, free school 

policies and the lack of oversight by the government had to shoulder the 

blame also.  

 

 

 

(Headline – Gove’s neglect ‘led to Trojan horse schools’; Report raps 

policy that sparked a ‘systematic Islamic takeover’)  

AXED Education Secretary Michael Gove and his ministers were 

accused of neglect yesterday, after an inquiry into a Muslim schools 

"Trojan horse" plot… Mr Clarke, appointed by Mr Gove, said the 

Government's academy schools free-for-all had allowed it to happen. 

Mr Gove, demoted to Chief Whip in Tuesday's Cabinet bloodbath, 

massively expanded the academy programme that took schools out of 

council control. (DMR 19 July 2014) 
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(Headline – Michael Go; Tory faces calls for axe over extremist 

schools)  

LABOUR has called for Michael Gove to be sacked over the "Trojan 

horse" schools row. David Cameron was also urged to axe Home 

Secretary Theresa May ahead of a watchdog report today on 21 

Birmingham schools feared to have been infiltrated by hard-line 

Muslims. The PM ordered dawn raids at the schools in a bid to limit 

damage and Ofsted is expected to rate at least five of them as 

"inadequate". Each was previously "good" or "outstanding". (DMR 9 

June 2014) 

 

Although there was an active attempt to change the narrative by shifting the 

onus away from the extremist Muslim frame towards the faults embedded 

within the education system, what was still excluded was any mention as to 

the legitimacy or even as to the credibility of the source of the scandal. What 

prevailed were narratives of belonging that left audiences with little choice. 

The mounting political and media pressure at the time made this difficult to 

challenge the credibility of the source at the root of the scandal. 

 

Although there were some similar, but also noticeably different, framings 

between the Mail and the Mirror, at the heart of their cultural framings was 

the Muslim and extremist problem. It was an inescapable part of what 

defined their news cycles and new agendas. Which is why it is important to 

turn to where alternative cultural framing existed and attempted to combat 

the dangerous narrative of the Muslim problem. 
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8.3.2 An alternative framing of Trojan Horse 

In July 2014 in anticipation of the Government’s publication of the Clarke 

report, where the findings from an investigation conducted by the education 

commissioner into Birmingham schools was to be published, Channel 4 

broadcast their Dispatches programme Faith Schools Undercover - No 

Clapping in Class. Channel 4 and Dispatches went undercover in faith 

schools in an attempt to challenge and question the role of faith schools and 

faith communities in the education system. What was Dispatches’ 

contribution to popular media’s growing cultural framing of academisation 

through the Trojan Horse scandal? In answering this troubling question, it 

was first necessary to question what Altheide and Michalowski (1999) 

describe as the problem frame. 

 

The "problem frame" is an important innovation to satisfy the entertainment 

dimension of news. It is an organizational solution to a practical problem: 

how can we make real problems seem interesting? Or, more to the practical 

side of news, how can we produce reports compatible with entertainment 

formats? The mass media and especially the news business contributed to 

the emergence of a highly rationalized "problem frame" which in turn 

generates reports about fear (Altheide and Michalowski 1999: 479).  

 

Fear was the exact opposite of how Daily Mail framed the problem; for 

Dispatches (2014), it was that faith schools were unregulated and the issues 

which existed in faith schools were not simply a Muslim problem. They were 



344 | P a g e  
 

a Jewish and Christian problem too: unqualified teachers; the lack of 

standards in educational governance; and lack of proper support. These 

ideas had been constructed in a way that it presented a view towards what 

academies meant. These were the social values of an education system 

under the Conservative party. In a way Channel 4’s Dispatches were selling 

back the framing which the media previously produced. The fear was that all 

faith schools, in the form of free schools, were problematic regardless of 

religious orientation if there was no oversight. 

 

Dispatches mobilised not only an educational commonsense, but also 

political and cultural commonsense narratives. Taking their framing beyond 

education was pivotal to their broadcast, as central to their cultural framing 

was the question are faith schools are odds with British values? The 

introduction of the British values frame produced new representations. As 

part of their cultural framing of academisation, Channel 4 offered alternative 

representations which did not focus on the endemic nature of problematising 

Muslims. Channel 4 offered no solution to the Trojan Horse discussion, 

which is similar to the framing found in the Mirror. However, through the sub-

text of their documentary, they constructed the notion that in order to 

‘prevent’ this type of event occurring again, academy schools need to give 

control back to local authorities. There is some truth here but it is not the full 

story. I am not an advocate for academisation nor an apologist for the 

academy school programme, but I do acknowledge that some academy 

schools have benefited in having more scope in the ways they teach. The 

reforms which occurred in 2010 have had consequences that has altered the 
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way education has been administered in the England, as I discuss in Chapter 

2. However, this does not necessarily mean that all academy schools follow 

the same governance structure which has resulted in a decline in educational 

standards. It is important to consider that the framing occurring from the 

media should not be considered as the whole truth, rather they are elements 

of truth captured in their reporting which have been constructed for their 

readers. 

 

In framing a culture of academisation through the lens of faith schools, 

Dispatches developed an educational commonsense argument that it was 

government failures which led to the Trojan Horse scandal occurring.  This 

theme of government failure is a narrative which was continually built on 

throughout the broadcast.  

 

“Dispatches can reveal that even before the so called ‘Trojan Horse’ 

letter came to light the Prime minister himself had been warned of 

what was going on” (Dispatches – Undercover Faith School 2014) 

 

The problem frame was not the Muslims or an extremist takeover, it was that 

a hard-line group of conservative teachers and governors, who were 

identified with a marginalised Sunni Islamic denomination, had been allowed 

to run a school. Their common sense played on the ‘good sense’ framing. It 

was not to with Islamism, a narrative of blame and othering which had 

featured in other areas of popular media’s reporting, it was an issue with faith 

schools lacking the proper oversight and regulation required to spot these 
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issues early. In framing this educational commonsense, the lack of regulation 

and oversight was a consistent ideology prevailing through the broadcast.   

 

The interviews with former teachers and students of Park View School, the 

Trojan Horse school, illustrated a representation of the government’s 

culpability as well as the culpability of the academy trust which ran it. The 

actors who were mobilised as the experts also reveal the editorial and 

ideological biases which underpinned Channel 4’s cultural framing. In 

challenging the status of faith schools in general, Professor Ted Cantle, who 

was a government adviser on community cohesion, is framed as the expert 

on faith schools and education and his summation is damming.  

 

… faith schools add to the problem of segregation, they are not the 

only cause of segregation, but there is no doubt that we have an 

increasingly balkanised set of schools. More and more faith schools, 

more and more academies, more and more free schools have added 

to this sense of separation of children [sic] (Dispatches – Undercover 

Faith School 2014) 

 

Ted Cantle is one of many ‘experts’ whose voices framed a culture of 

academisation in action. Problematically though was an exclusion of who he, 

and many other actors like him, were. There is an active assumption that as 

an expert he is to be trusted, his contribution brought liberal, left wing political 

representations. His history as a government advisor was in 2001 under 

Tony Blair’s government following the race riots. Cantle was used to actively 
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contribute to Channel 4’s framing which created narratives of scepticism and 

opposition to academy schools and the academisation process. Cantle’s 

‘voice’ added weight to the construction of the common sense that something 

had gone catastrophically wrong within education. The problem constructed 

for the reader can be seen as the social values of equality and inclusion. 

These values had at one point existed in education, however captured within 

their framing, were being diminished through academisation.  

 

Thinking about the conditions through which the production of the cultural 

framing of academisation has been brought about, it became more and more 

apparent that the agency that audiences retain has been influenced by 

political and ideological agendas. Although Dispatches broadcasts are 

commissioned by external production companies, the conditions of their 

production still had to be approved by Channel 4, as ultimately it is 

responsible for what is aired. Unlike other elements of popular media, 

Channel 4 only have 25 minutes through which to frame academisation. 

 

Other episodic themes of systemic educational and governmental failures 

developed an educational commonsense through a problem frame that the 

widespread failures were not localised to Islamic faith schools. This is why in 

framing the failures of academisation, Jewish faith schools were introduced 

and almost juxtaposed with the Trojan Horse scandal. 

 

“This is the Yashoda Haftorah girls’ secondary school, last year it 

emerged that they had been scratching out the questions of evolution 
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in science GCSE exams. Out of respect for religious and cultural 

sensitivities the exam board allowed the school to tamper with exam 

papers” (Dispatches Undercover Faith School 2014)  

 

Yashoda Haftorah, was framed as conservative Jewish faith school, part of 

the Orthodox Haredi community, shared some similar practices to that of the 

Trojan Horse school. The framing created meaning with regards to non-

compliance of teaching British values, which was tolerated and almost 

accepted in this Jewish school but not in the Muslim schools. The inferences 

and representations which emerged exemplified the disparities in ways in 

which faith-based education has been administered. While I applaud 

Channel 4 for their attempt at combatting the negative Islamophobic media 

narrative, their framing was still problematic. It was clear through their 

framing that Trojan Horse was not the fault of ‘Muslims’ rather it was 

governmental failures in allowing schools to have new found ‘freedoms’. The 

inclusion of a Jewish school at the centre of their documentary reinforced an 

already constructed common sense that faith was not the problem. However, 

there was a clear lack of any real discussion around any other faith. The 

discussion of Muslims and Jewish schools added to the already established 

media narrative of otherness.  

 

The problem frame comes back to the wider notion of the failures in 

educational governance in faith schools, but its cultural framing is all very 

cloak and dagger, by which I mean what Dispatches produced was factually 

entertaining but with added drama. Channel 4 had commissioned a 
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programme which had a clear and well-defined narrative to the extent that it 

retained an audience. It was never just about the Trojan Horse scandal, or 

the Trojan Horse school, rather it was the wider educational and political 

consequences which had emerged from it.  

 

In challenging conservative right-wing ideologies, through their detailed 

exposé of a Jewish faith school, that Dispatches claimed had been operating 

outside the law, there was still something missing from the cultural framing: 

the legitimacy of the Trojan Horse letter. As a document, as a piece of work 

which became part of the evidence of an extremist Islamic takeover, it was 

almost taken as gospel. Like its popular media counterparts, in 2014 

Channel 4 coverage may have challenged the idea there was widespread 

fundamentalism in school in Birmingham, but there was still an exclusion of 

any narrative which questioned or challenged the Trojan Horse letter.  

 

In July 2014, prior to the publication of the Clarke report, there was still 

intense media framing, to the extent that the Trojan Horse scandal had been 

so widely published that it became an ongoing educational issue. It could 

have been that there was a fear of a backlash if Channel 4 had made the 

editorial decision to question and challenge the legitimacy, or assertions, in 

the Trojan Horse letter. Although at the time there was a lack of investigation 

into the Trojan horse letter at the heart of the scandal, there was some follow 

up in the years which followed in an attempt to understand how the Trojan 

Horse scandal was leaked to the press. In 2017 the Guardian revealed the 

true story behind the fake Islamic plot, in which they analysed the letter. 
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Similarly, in 2020, Radio 4’s The Corrections also investigated the Trojan 

Horse letter at the centre of the scandal in 2020 in their broadcast package. 

In the culture of everyday life it is still important to know and understand what 

representations emerged and the contributions they made to the 

development of an educational commonsense which seemingly went beyond 

a Muslim problem. 

 

In framing a culture of academisation through the lens of Trojan Horse, the 

representation continually came back to a narrative of failure and cover up, 

for the left certainly. In the Conservativism of the Mail similar narratives were 

present, however it become a question of whose failure and cover up it was. 

This Muslim event was not a localised Islamic issue, but rather it is more 

widespread. It only became part of the public discourse because of the press 

and the reporting of the popular media. It is important not to forget the 

Muslim narrative existed prior to Trojan Horse. When considering the culture 

of academisation here, it should not be forgotten that Trojan Horse marked a 

period whereby the media were able to ‘sell’ the idea that academy schools 

were now a necessary step in the evolution of education. They became part 

of a discussion wherein they were being included in discussions of the next 

steps in safe guarding children.  As I continue my discussion on the legacy of 

Trojan Horse, it became part of the residual narrative and educational 

governance.  

 

8.4 A Trojan Horse legacy in popular media’s cultural 

framing of academisation 
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The legacy of the Trojan Horse scandal was felt in popular media for many 

years . The Birmingham Trojan Horse schools became part of a residual 

narrative which mobilised representations around educational governance 

and security. 

 

Holmwood and O’Toole (2018) described how it was through the utilisation of 

the Trojan Horse schools that the government advocated for the need for its 

new counter-extremism strategy. “The government’s wish to act against a 

much broader remit of extremist ideology and have the Birmingham Trojan 

Horse case as a justification for this extension shines through” (Holmwood 

and O’Toole 2008: 17). There was a “serious miscarriage of justice” (ibid.) 

established through false narratives by the media, which ultimately paved a 

way for new educational commonsense which became part of the culture of 

everyday life. 

 

Since 2014, popular media’s cultural framing of the Trojan Horse narrative 

has coincided with political and educational events. There was not a 

campaign of sustained reporting like that of 2014, as the news agenda 

around academisation had moved on, but popular media reporting of 

academisation had not forgotten about the Trojan Horse schools. In the 

Conservatism of the Daily Mail, Trojan Horse became part of an ongoing 

narrative of demonising Islamic faith schools, whilst promoting the need for 

more security at a time of heightened extremism. These frames were part of 

an educational framing which fit within a wider political narrative in the media. 

In exploring the Mail and the Mirror during this period there were a conflicting 
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mix of dominant and subordinated representations constructed for the 

reader. While these newspapers shared dominant framings which 

problematised faith schools, the political representations of ‘who was at fault’ 

became a site of contestation. Although the Mail attempted to put a positive 

spin on the situation by selling audiences the idea that the Government were 

‘fixing’ the problem, there were louder voices telling a different story. The 

Mirror and Channel 4 exemplified the challenges which academies were 

facing because of prolonged educational reform. There was a struggle over 

meaning, not only for Trojan Horse, but also in ways of thinking about 

academisation and the academies project.  

 

Existing research suggests that because of the Trojan Horse scandal new 

discourses and narratives of terrorism were introduced through Ofsted 

reporting, government rhetoric, and the Home Affairs Select Committee 

(Mogra 2016; Awan 2018; Abbas 2017). Although this research, and other 

research in the field of education policy studies, demonstrated the events 

occurring at the time created a hostile governmental narrative, what was still 

missing was a discussion on popular media’s framings. The sustained 

mobilisation of Peter Clarke, who was the government’s former counter-

terrorism chief for the Metropolitan police, as an expert on the failure of the 

Birmingham Trojan Horse schools developed a cautious pessimism. In 

contrast what was still missing were the other voices and the other actors. 

The parents, teachers, and trade unions, all of whom could have provided 

another way of thinking. 
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The security narrative focussed on extremism and radicalisation and these 

elements became a legacy of Trojan Horse which overshadowed much of 

the educational commonsense since 2014. In the years that followed, Trojan 

Horse re-entered popular media’s new cycles as part of the ongoing trial of 

the headteacher and the government’s involvement in the Trojan Horse 

schools. The episodic themes emerging since 2015 did not problematise the 

issues with faith schools raised by Dispatches in 2014, nor the problems 

associated with having freedom to run educational establishments without 

oversight. Rather, it was that the ideas that those extremists who had 

attempted to Islamise our education system were back. As part of their 

coverage of the so-called trial, which was not a criminal trial but rather a 

teaching standards panel, the issue of security and British values entered the 

frame. 

 

(Headline – Trojan Horse Plot: 100 Islamist Staff Facing School Ban)  

The professional watchdog is said to be looking at those who were 

allegedly involved in the infiltration of Birmingham schools by Islamic 

hardliners. It is understood the NCTL obtained files about some of the 

100 staff it is targeting from the Department for Education (DfE) as 

part of its inquiries. They include information from last year's Trojan 

Horse investigation by Peter Clarke, the former head of 

counterterrorism at Scotland Yard. (DML 4 April 2015) 

 

(Headline - Militant teachers demand schools stop promoting 'British 

values' as it makes children from other cultures feel inferior)  
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Teachers are demanding that schools stop promoting 'fundamental 

British values' over claims it could make children think other cultures 

are inferior. ... Under government guidelines, which are aimed at 

tackling extremism in the wake of the Trojan Horse scandal, children 

must be taught about being a British citizen as well as tolerance other 

faiths and lifestyles. (DML 28 March 2016) 

 

(Headline - Two-year hearing into a Trojan Horse 'plot to Islamify 

schools' collapses amid claims of a cover up at the hands of 

government lawyers 'who withheld key evidence')  

Five teachers at the centre of the Trojan Horse scandal could be 

allowed back into teaching after the case against them collapsed amid 

a whistleblower protection row. The allegations emerged in an inquiry 

in 2014 by former counter-terrorism police chief Peter Clarke into the 

so-called Trojan Horse plot, which saw Muslim hardliners try to 

infiltrate secular state schools. (DML 30 May 2017) 

 

There has been a relentless us and them narrative which mobilised a cultural 

common sense that went beyond education. This notion of the positive self- 

and negative other- presentation, as Wodak (2008) described, could be seen 

through rationalised arguments which featured themes of difference. The 

arguments within the Daily Mail brough forward the debate of ‘what being 

British meant’ appealing to the inner emotions of audiences, rather than 

rationalised factual arguments. Security, extremism, racialisation, and British 

values all contributed to the representations of Muslims and academisation. 
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There are some comparisons which can be drawn between the Daily Mail 

and the Daily Mirror in their cultural framing of Trojan Horse as part of the 

wider debate on academisation. Representations of extremism and 

radicalisation featured as part of the narratives around what Trojan Horse 

meant, but there has been a notable lack of representations connecting the 

need to teach British values in the wake of the Trojan Horse affair. Making 

the connection that Muslim faith schools became a breeding ground for 

radicalisation, a representation which has regularly featured in the Daily Mail, 

was part of the way the Daily Mirror framed the Trojan Horse legacy as well.  

 

As a political project it was disappointing to see the lack of separation 

between these two newspapers and their representations. I was almost 

expecting to see a conflict in the media over the conclusion that would be 

drawn around Trojan Horse. As an event it is inescapable that Trojan Horse 

happened, there were allegations of a plot to take over a school by a group 

which religious affiliations. This is how I would have framed the event, a 

somewhat objective way of thinking about the events which occurred during 

this period. However, my way of framing does not sensationalise the event, 

the inclusion of terms such as radicalisation and extremism generated a 

hook. It is the business of the media and journalists to turn real life events 

into stories. 

 

The representations of Muslims, Islamic faith schools, extremism, and 

radicalisation have all became a part of the way through which Trojan Horse 

is identified. Its legacy began to change, through the representations 
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certainly in the liberalism of the Daily Mirror and The Guardian. Following the 

collapse of the Trojan Horse trial in 2017, The Guardian was the first to 

publish its own in-depth commentary through which they changed the 

framing and challenged some of the commonly held assumptions which had 

prevailed since 2014.  

 

Headline - Michael Gove’s ‘brain flip’ poisoned schools extremism 

debate: Minister misrepresented and needlessly damaged the Trojan 

horse schools. (Guardian 4 July 2017) 

 

Headline - Trojan horse: the real story behind the fake 'Islamic plot' to 

take over schools (Guardian 2 Sept 2017) 

 

Headline – Play shines light on Trojan Horse ‘Islamist plot’ to run 

schools (Guardian 23 July 2018) 

 

Headline - Headteacher who healed a Birmingham 'Trojan horse' 

school: 'We did it with love' (Guardian 24 October 2020)  

 

Since 2017, The Guardian has been part of a marginalised movement in 

popular media  attempting to change the narrative and steer the framing 

away from extremism and back towards an educational commonsense which 

challenged some of the taken-for-granted assumptions. With all the 

representations which have occurred over the past 7 seven years, what has 
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been missing in the legacy framing of the Trojan Horse affair has been the 

legitimacy of what created it, which was the leaked letter.  

 

Representations of radicalisation and extremism have become synonymous 

with the identity of Trojan Horse, that is inescapable. How the 

representations have been mobilised, through governmental and non-

governmental actors, is where the cultural framings come to life. It has been 

through these same representations that a common sense understanding of 

what Trojan Horse meant to academisation became part of the culture of 

everyday life.  

 

Representations are just one version of the truth, and one way of 

understanding truth. Moving through the circuit of culture, representations 

can change depending on their production. The themes which emerge 

through the texts reveal the conditions through which the representations 

have existed. Moreover, the representations of Trojan Horse have 

contributed a way of understanding in the culture of everyday life, but also 

the culture of everyday life has also influenced the way Trojan Horse has 

been framed.  

 

It is not impossible to find alternative framings of the ‘Trojan Horse plot’. My 

research of online media revealed that on the legacy framing only, there is 

an abundance of blogs, websites, and some conspiracy theories that have 

produced their own commonsense way of understanding of what really 

happened. What these alternative frames have missed out on through, is 
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audiences. One voice though has stood out in defiance and contrast to the 

rest of popular media’s cultural framings. As I briefly move online, I present 

and discuss another way of thinking about the Islamist plot to take over our 

schools which was dubbed Trojan Horse. 

 

 

8.4.1 Online legacy 

It is important to recognise that Schools Week was founded, and only started 

reporting news, in late 2014, and much of their content built apace in 2015. 

Its cultural framings of the affair were always part of the legacy 

representations of Trojan Horse, but their alternative educational 

commonsense is significant because of how different it has been in 

comparison with mainstream popular media. 

 

What made Schools Week different, and continue to be different, has been 

their avid opposition of the Conservative’s education policies of 

academisation. As I discuss in the next chapter, framing the future of 

academisation, SW’s cultural framing of academisation is more than just a 

rejectionist approach to the way academies are thought about and 

understood. Their representations attempt to demonstrate the inherent flaws 

with academisation. This ideological approach to developing an educational 

commonsense has been evident in the representational history of Trojan 

Horse. 
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Even in later 2014, when the dust was beginning to settle on popular media 

reporting of the scandal, Schools Week did not exactly conform to the same 

framings found in the likes of the Daily Mail or Daily Mirror. The Trojan Horse 

affair was not a case of Muslims, extremism, or radicalisation, it was treated 

as a failure and neglect by the Government in supporting a group of schools 

in Birmingham. They framed ‘Trojan Horse’ as another failed school, one of 

many schools failed by the Conservatives.  

 

Ofsted director tells governors ‘tough conversations’ needed after 

Trojan Horse. The requirement to teach a broad and balanced 

curriculum, and to prepare their pupils for life in modern Britain, meant 

that some “tough conversations” would be needed, Mike Cladingbowl, 

Ofsted director for schools, said. Making reference to a case in which 

a Catholic school was found not to be promoting British values or 

safeguarding its pupils from extremism and radicalisation … (SW 15 

Nov 2014) 

 

Inspections reveal Ofsted’s approach to British values in wake of 

‘Trojan Horse’. Since September, and in light of Birmingham’s Trojan 

Horse affair and a change in the handbook for inspectors, Ofsted has 

specifically considered whether schools are “actively promoting” 

British values. Six of the 11 schools that Ofsted said were not 

preparing children for life in Britain were primaries; the rest were 

secondaries. (SW 27 Nov 2014) 
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The inclusion of these frames is part of a series of representations which 

were not only marginalised by popular media but also excluded. The 

inclusion of failures in other faith schools moved their narrative away from 

what was an ongoing problematisation of Muslim faith schools, towards their 

educational commonsense which challenged all faith schools. This 

educational commonsense followed Trojan Horse’s cultural framing in the 

years after. Whenever the extremism narrative flared up in the popular media 

framing, such as during the trial of the Trojan Horse teachers, Schools Week 

provided their alternative way of thinking.  

 

Trojan Horse: NCTL drops disciplinary case against 5 teachers.  

Disciplinary proceedings against five teachers caught up in the Trojan 

Horse scandal in Birmingham have been thrown out after a tribunal 

ruled there has been a serious abuse of process. (SW 30 May 2017)  

 

Headline - The inside story of the Trojan Horse trial collapse (SW 9 

June 2017) 

 

Headline – Trojan Horse hearings were an abuse of justice (SW 11 

June 2017) 

 

(Headline - Parkfield School and No Outsiders: We must learn from 

Trojan Horse history in Birmingham)  

In 2014 the Trojan Horse episode brought national opprobrium to 

education in Birmingham. … The defining feature of Trojan Horse was 
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the infiltration of governing bodies with the aim of narrowing the 

curriculum and introducing teaching driven by the 2007 Muslim 

Council of Britain publication Meeting the needs of Muslim pupils in 

state schools, co-authored by Tahir Alam and influenced by the local 

Al-Hijrah Trust. (SW 20 Mar 2019) 

 

Every article and piece of reporting I have highlighted, and there have been 

many more than I have includes here, have all problematised Trojan Horse 

through the lens of wider issues with the Government’s policies of 

academisation. In 2017, it was widely reported that the trial of those involved 

with the Trojan Horse affair collapsed. While this led to some representations 

which once again brought the notion that justice had not been served, 

notably in the Daily Mail’s educational commonsense SW framed the 

narrative through the problems with the NCTL (National College for Teaching 

and Leadership). In 2019, their language in framing what Trojan Horse is an 

almost forgotten memory of extremism and radicalisation, episodic theme 

which once plagued popular media. 

 

There is always an alternative way of encoding and decoding 

representations of academisation. It is not about whose cultural framing is 

right or wrong, but rather what their contribution has been to ways through 

which they have been mobilised in the culture of everyday life. As part of 

framing a legacy of the Trojan Horse affair, SW constantly rejected popular 

media language and rejected their cultural framings. This says a lot about 

SW’s ideology and also the conditions through which they have been able to 
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produce representations. As I discuss further in Chapter 9, as an online 

platform, Schools Week have fewer restrictions on what they publish in 

comparison with print media. There are fewer editorial restrictions and they 

have more space and the ability to publish regularly. This is shown through 

the more diverse episodic themes available, not only with Trojan Horse but in 

their wider representations of academisation.    

 

8.5 Conclusion 

The Trojan Horse affair made 2014 significant in the history of academisaton. 

The reverberations which emerged as a result of the scandal contributed to 

the development of new debates on the role of ‘freedom’ afforded academies 

and free schools. New narratives and representations emerged around the 

necessity to teach fundamental British values. Popular media framing of the 

Trojan Horse affair reintroduced already normalised representations of 

Muslims and Muslim faith schools through the lens of a moral panic.  

 

The involvement of the media should not be overlooked, nor should it be 

taken for granted. The cultural framing of academisation through the lens of 

the Trojan Horse scandal is a under researched topic in general, with very 

literature existing in cultural studies. I have explored the understandings and 

positions of popular media in the cultural framing of academisation in the 

public imagination. What is known however, with some certainty, is that in 

the face of a hostile press, Trojan Horse was not accurately represented. 

Holmwood and O’Toole (2018: 15), described how, through the Trojan Horse 

affair,  
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a group of teachers and governors whose achievements in raising 

educational standards should have been celebrated (indeed, for a 

time they were) have been vilified in the national press and have been 

accused of imposing an Islamic agenda in schools with little 

opportunity to counter the claims in the face of an overwhelmingly 

hostile media. 

 

The scapegoating of Muslims, Holmwood and O’Toole contended, was 

indicative of a wider populism. What we now know is how instrumental 

popular media was, not only in 2014, in framing the debate, but in the years 

which followed. Shared representations and episodic themes, the extent to 

which radicalisation and extremism became a part of the liberal and 

conservative news agenda alike, set a dangerous precedent for how 

sensitive and populist issues could be acceptably framed. What is still 

excluded from the cultural framing, with the exception of certain moments in 

The Guardian, is legitimacy of the how the Trojan Horse scandal came to 

fruition. There has always lacked any attempt to question the validity of the 

anonymous letter, the deleted WhatsApp messages, and the anonymous 

interviews with teachers who taught at the schools.  

 

In normalising narratives of fear readers were made to believe that Trojan 

Horse was the fault of Muslims. This was the dominant framing constructed 

by popular media during 2014 for audiences. There was little contestation of 

the chain events which occurred by the media, which is worrying. There was 

a lack of a problematisation by the media over the failures which lead to the 
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Trojan Horse affair occurring. In 2014, besides Muslims, no one really 

questioned how it happened. Academisation and academy schools were 

more than just an educational programme, there were a highly political 

project. Trojan Horse changed the nature of this political project in the 

subsequent years which followed. There is however one aspect of the affair 

which I still find concerning, and I still cannot find an answer, where did the 

label of Trojan Horse originate from? In the report by Peter Clarke in July 

2014, he cites the original letter at the centre of the scandal as being the 

source as describing the plot as ‘operation Trojan Horse’. However, when the 

scandal broke, the media was being reported on the event term the scandal 

as the Trojan Horse affair. This same language was also used by Michael 

Gove, and Theresa May, when referring to the events which occured in 

Birmingham. There is an unresolved question of who sold who the language 

first. The representations of Trojan Horse may have started at an everyday 

level and taken up by the media, but Trojan Horse was sold back to the 

public by the media. 
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Chapter 9. Framing the future of academisation 
(2015 – 2017) 
 

Against the urgency of people dying in the streets, what in God’s name is the 

point of cultural studies? At that point, I think anybody who is into cultural 

studies seriously as an intellectual practice, must feel, on their pulse, its 

ephemerality, its insubstantiality, how little it registers, how little we’ve been 

able to change anything or get anybody to do anything. (Hall 1992: 284) 

 

9.1 Introduction 

As I enter the third phase of exploring popular media’s cultural framings of 

academisation, one which reframes the narrative towards reimagining the 

future of education, I am reminded of Stuart Hall and his above thoughts on 

the position of cultural studies in exploring power, politics, and culture. In this 

chapter the third phase I refer to is 2015-2017. It was during this time that the 

seeds of a new narrative - the problematisation of education - were sown, 

and this narrative is still very present. The representation which emerged 

during this time shaped a commonsense way of thinking about 

academisation in the culture of everyday life. Now perhaps more than ever, 

this issue is urgent. This is why exploring the cultural framing of 

academisation in the public imagination through popular media 

representations is important - if not now, then when? As a political project 

which has transformed the educational landscape since 2010, the media’s 

reporting of academisation has created different ways of thinking about 

education. The media have redefined the social values of education through 

repetitive framing of freedom, standards, corruption, and mismanagement.  
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As I progress through this chapter, I introduce and discuss new framings and 

reimagined representations of academisation which occurred in popular 

media’s reporting between the periods between 2015 and 2017. Following 

the Trojan Horse Scandal in 2014, which changed the nature of popular 

media’s representations of academisation, I return to my discussion of the 

cultural framing of academisation at the start of 2015. This marked the 

turning point away from maintaining the ‘normalisation’ of cultural 

representations of academisation towards ‘framing the future’.  

 

Framing the future marked a different approach by popular media to what 

had been seen previously. There was no attempt to establish nor normalise 

representations, but rather an attempt at problematising academies and 

academisation. As I discuss throughout this chapter, what started in 2015 

and continued through to 2017 were new cultural framings which attempted 

to make sense of the growing problems in education in an accessible way for 

audiences. For the left, the future was framed through  problematising the 

perceived dangers inherent in the culture of academisation, and for the right 

it was a problematisation that there was no alternative model nor approach 

as good or successful as academisation. As part of popular media’s 

problematisation, through the cultural framing of academisation, new 

educational commonsenses emerged.  

 

9.2 Mediating academisation: academies in an election 

year (2015) 
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The residue of the Trojan Horse Affair - combined with residual normalised 

representations of freedom, finance, and standards - formed the conditions 

through which 2015 popular media began its framing of academisation.  

What was different in 2015 was the looming general election. It was the first 

election since 2010 and one which would be crucial for the Conservatives as 

it allowed them to break free from the Coalition Government. As it was an 

election year, there was an emergence of dominant representations which 

established ‘new’ ways of thinking about the culture of academisation, similar 

to what had been seen previously in the framing during 2010. 

 

After exhausting the ‘Muslim extremist problem’ theme throughout 2014, the 

Daily Mail’s framing of academisation returned with an emerging dominant 

representation of ‘standards’. Although standards were previously part of the 

way ‘freedom’ was imagined, in 2015 standards were re-imagined and with it 

came new episodic themes. In redeveloping an identity again ‘standards’ 

became part of the commonsense ways of thinking about why academy 

conversion was good, how academies supported the ‘poor’ with school 

admissions and increased GCSE results, and why academisation was of 

benefit. Whose common sense is important to problematise here, as the Mail 

was presenting a framing which suggested that academisation was a 

parental common sense. The implications from the framings of academy 

schools was that it was the right choice for parents to send their children as it 

would improve their children’s ‘standard’ of education. In decoding the Mail’s 

representations there were new hard-line perspectives of standards which 

encompassed new radical episodic themes: no more failing schools, forced 
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conversion for coasting secondaries, rigorous new exam reforms to improve 

education, and tougher Ofsted inspection. As part of the DML’s 

problematisation of education, their commonsense representations centred 

around the idea that academisation was a necessary part of the future, but 

they also developed a narrative that academies were better than ordinary 

state schools. 

 

TWICE as many state secondary schools are now considered to be 

underperforming compared with last year after a crackdown on the 

exams system. Schools that fall below the threshold - the 

Government's minimum acceptable standard - could face action, 

including being closed down and turned into an academy, or being 

taken over by a new sponsor. (DML 30 January 2015) 

 

The Education Secretary confirmed that a future Tory government 

would not allow free schools to make a profit - an idea that was floated 

by Mr Gove but blocked by the Lib Dems. Free schools legislation 

allows groups to establish new state-funded schools which are 

independent of local authorities. As with academies, they do not have 

to teach the National Curriculum. (DML 10 March 2015) 

 

There have been so many moments whereby the Daily Mail have framed the 

academies programme through a re-imagined culture of academisation, 

more so than I have highlighted.  I highlight these moments as their framings 

illustrate the changes which began occurring in the representations. As part 
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of the Mail’s framing of the future, the hard-line and tougher narratives 

emerged. In the reporting from 30 January 2015, there is no follow up nor 

any mention of what this acceptable standard is or what where it originated 

from. Rather, it was part of the first step towards framing the future that 

academisation is no longer going to be weak, in part because of the Trojan 

Horse affair, but also because it makes good sense that the Government 

should be cracking down on underperforming schools. It was not just parents 

who would be affected by the framing, in the sense that academies are the 

solution to their children’s education, but it was the wider educational 

landscape. A dangerous precedent was being set whereby the cultures in 

and around schools was under attack. The notion that there was a new 

‘threshold’ being implemented meant that schools could be targeted for 

forced academy conversion. 

 

In building an educational commonsense, which contributed to already 

established and normalised residual themes of freedom, standards become 

a dominant hegemonic representation that academies were tough on failing 

schools. The problems were not academies - rather it was all schools that 

were not academies. As an emerging theme, standards become associated 

with the narrative that academies were the solution to an educational 

problem which the Conservative Government were telling the public was 

problematic. The solution presented through the framing was politically 

motivated. While academisation was a political project, education during this 

period became even more politicised. The implications of the cultures around 
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schoolteachers became part of a way of thinking about the ‘right’ way to 

educate. 

 

Of course it is important not to forget that exclusion and marginalisation were 

a common part of the way academisation was framed by the Daily Mail also. 

For example, the reporting from 3 March 2015, whereby a statement from 

Nicky Morgan, the Education Secretary who took over from Michael Gove, 

suggested that it was now an official Government policy that free schools 

would be non-profit. The notion that it was now an official policy suggests 

that it had not been in the past. Rather than following up and challenging 

what the implications of for-profit schools were, there was an acceptance that 

this new free schools policy was part of the future of academisation: a new 

policy that would make education better. 

 

As part of developing representations that contributed ways of making sense 

of what future academisation meant, there was a pronounced lack of ‘other’ 

voices. The inclusion of actors whose voice was to lend support to what an 

all-Conservative academies programme would look like, excluded any real 

debate on what the state of the current programme of academisation looked 

like. Popular media are responsible for who they choose to speak to. 

Although there is an argument to be made that journalists are reporting the 

events which have occurred, there are always more voices who are capable 

of providing alternative ways of thinking and alternative common senses.  
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As part of the Conservative government's manifesto, their key educational 

election promise became a pervasive theme throughout 2015. Their promise 

was that all schools would become academies by 2020. This new education 

policy was part of Nicky Morgan’s aggressive new rhetoric of mass 

academisation and being seen to be tough on ‘failing schools’.   

 

THOUSANDS of coasting state schools will be forced to become 

academies in an all-out ‘war on mediocrity' if the Conservatives 

remain in power, David Cameron will say today. Currently only 

schools judged ‘inadequate' can be converted against their will, while 

outstanding secondaries and primaries can apply for academy status, 

which affords them key freedoms from state control. The move 

suggests the Tories now envisage that all schools will ultimately 

become academies, free from local authority control. (DML 2 February 

2015) 

 

A NEW law being unveiled today will transform 1,000 failing schools 

into academies to drive up standards. Education Secretary Nicky 

Morgan said the Bill would stop local authorities, teaching unions and 

others ‘obstructing' the switch for schools rated as ‘inadequate'. 

Thousands more so-called ‘coasting schools' will be put on notice to 

improve or face intervention from external hit squads. (DML 3 June 

2015) 
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In framing the future of education through a policy of mass academisation, 

the emerging representations utilised an already established and normalised 

educational commonsense which was built on episodic themes of freedom. 

In thinking about what it would mean for all schools to become academies, 

which is what the Government had endorsed, freedom was a taken-for-

granted assumption. Mass academisation meant that there would be no 

more failing schools. All academies would have their independence to drive 

up standards. Freedom was a part of the language of the culture of 

academisation in 2015, and it set a dangerous precedent as the Daily Mail 

readership were continually being told if they wanted a good and better 

education for their children then their schools needed to be free from any 

mechanism of regulated control.  

 

Post-2015 general election, which saw a Conservative majority take power, 

there was another emergence of residual political representations. A trend 

began developing whereby there were more inclusions of Labour politics and 

labour ideologies a part of the way the culture of academisation was framed. 

The Mail were able to capitalise on the politicisation of education by 

presenting the notion of unilateral political support for academy schools. 

There was no longer a struggle over the meaning around the social values of 

education, as according to them everyone agreed. 

 

EVERY school could become an academy in the next five years, 

David Cameron will say today, as he pledges to extend ‘opportunity to 

all'. Academy status gives schools independence from council control 
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and is credited with driving up standards. Invented by Labour under 

Tony Blair, it was used initially as a way to turn around failing schools 

in working class areas. (DML 15 August 2015) 

 

The mobilisation of narratives which relied on Labour’s historical support of 

the academies programme was part of ongoing political representations. 

Their occurrence in the Mail’s framing is nothing short of an attempt at being 

the Government’s voice of ‘good sense’. After all it was Tony Blair who 

brought academies into fruition and all we (the Conservative party) want to 

do is make it better through mass academisation of all schools in low socio-

economic areas. Harking back to a framing which has only been used to 

politically justify action demonstrates the process of framing a culture of 

academisation. Culture, as described by Hall is the “grounded terrain of 

practices, representations, and languages” (Hall 1996 : 439), and what the 

DML have done has been to produce meaning through their selective 

representations of academies’ culture. This, in turn, influences the meanings 

and taken-for-granted ways of thinking which enter into the culture of 

everyday lives.  

 

9.2.1 Promotional culture: framing academisation through 

YouTube 

It was not just the Conservatism of the Daily Mail where new cultural 

framings of academisation occurred. The social media sphere of YouTube 

contributed to framing an educational necessity of academisation as well as 
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developing a thematic frame which saw academisation as part of the future 

of education. 

 

The DfE had been one of only a handful of sources publishing and framing 

the academies debate on YouTube. Their framing of academisation has 

followed the Government’s narratives on promoting academies and free 

schools, and their content has included thematic representations of freedom. 

The cultural framing involved has produced texts which developed the notion 

that audiences have agency in what they are consuming. The DfE’s cultural 

texts always want to let viewers know that “all views and opinions may not 

reflect government policy”. However, in the 5 years that the academies 

programme had been running under Conservative/Coalition ownership, the 

DfE was publishing content which was aligned with the policy and politics at 

the time. In 2015 there was a wider range of content being published, 

however this did not translate into more diverse framings.  

 

The New Schools Network (NSN) became a pronounced producer of texts 

that openly advocated for free schools and academies. NSN published 

videos on topics such as “Why free schools?” and “What are free schools?” 

along with case study style videos whereby viewers are almost invited to 

hear the truth from actual teachers and parents on what makes free schools 

successful and what their benefits are for society. The videos do not feature 

journalists reporting. Instead, they show teachers, parents, and pupils talking 

positively about free schools and discussing themes such as equality, 

diversity, achievement, better education, more pastoral care and tailored 
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curricular development. Their representations problematised the lack of 

academies and questioned why more schools are not academies. 

 

The emerging representations here featured previously normalised framings 

whereby the culture of academisation was treated as something which was 

occurring out of necessity. Along with an educational commonsense which 

saw freedom as an almost taken-for-granted part of what academisation 

meant, the NSN framed free schools and academies as necessary for the 

future of education. The language and cultural actors mobilised produced a 

way of thinking that ‘makes sense’. In framing freedom as the dominant way 

of thinking about what academisation meant, NSN presents an educational 

commonsense. That is, because of the benefits afforded by academy 

freedom, ‘our’ schools can offer pupils the best education possible, so there 

needs to be more academy conversion. Academy schools, through the NSN, 

were framed as a the right choice for parents, as were making positive 

change for all children. The frequent and repetitive inclusions of teachers 

promoted an unchallenged notion that there was support for these schools 

by all teachers.  

 

Sites of cultural production - such as NSN videos - strip away the front facing 

political public image of academisation and make it more accessible for 

‘ordinary’ people to engage with it. It is not uncommon for these to average 

around 10,000 views, with many of their case study style videos averaging 

between 1 and 2000 views. In the grand scheme of social media, where 

videos can have millions or even billions of views, this may seem like a small 
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figure, but in comparison with other videos on academies this is significantly 

high.  

 

In addition to NSN, there was a growing rise in the number of academy 

schools, and Multi Academy Trusts publishing their own content on what it 

means to be an academy. There are two prevailing styles, either 

documentary style which is more serious, or Hollywood-esque, with fast 

paced music and smooth panning camera shots revealing the academy 

school in all its glory. Although there have been stylistic differences, their 

framings have remained consistent. Two examples are Ambleside C of E 

Academy and Basildon Lower Academy. Ambleside Academy not only 

promoted their school as a Church school guided by Christian values, but 

also through the interviews with the headteacher and the governors from the 

Multi Academy Trust, there is an inclusion of representations that having the 

freedom to be autonomous they have improved and through conversion 

process they had additional funding and resources.  

 

The difference with Basildon Lower Academy was their inclusion of voices 

from the pupils at their schools. In building an educational commonsense, it 

makes good sense to hear from pupils - after all, they are the ones who 

experience the education first-hand. There is no obvious political malice in 

what they say and how they represent and frame ‘their’ academy. However, 

the cultural framings which occur reveals the same normalised 

representations embedded as part of their common sense as well the future 

framing that prevailed in 2015.  
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Morley’s argues that it is the job of the researcher to both question and 

explore the forms that ‘common sense’ might take, so that those of us who 

do not agree with it might make it ‘uncommon’ (Morley 2015: 28). In this 

respect it is better to ‘defamiliarise’ the taken-for-granted ideas rather than 

add them to any conventional accounts within any culture. In making 

academisation ‘uncommon’ through challenging the taken-for-granted 

assumptions of what academy schools are capable of, we see how the 

framing is an essential way in which a culture of academisations enters the 

culture of everyday life. 

 

In framing the future of education through an educational commonsense 

which justified the necessity for academisation, the Conservativism of the 

Daily Mail and cultural texts on YouTube excluded and marginalised 

narratives of resistance. These narratives still existed in popular media and 

they offered cultural framings which not only opposed academisation but also 

challenged the status quo. In so doing the problematisation of academisation 

changes once more, whereby no longer is it about questioning why more 

academies have not converted but rather focussing on the problem with 

academies.   

 

9.2.2 Resisting academisation: a different cultural framing 

In decoding and analysing the cultural framings of academisation through 

popular media representations there is never one truth, nor a singular way of 

understanding the education policies and priorities of academisation. There 
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are different values to the truths which have been framed by the media, each 

with compelling justifications that speak to audiences. However, within any 

accounts of the truth around academies, there are better and worse 

variations. In 2015, the Mirror and other media platforms, contested the 

Conservative way of thinking, and their values of the truths presented in the 

media. In the liberalism of the Daily Mirror, thematic representations of 

standards formed part of the hegemonic code which had normalised the way 

academisation has been framed. 

 

At the start of 2015, standards remained part of the normalised framings 

through which academisation was understood. However, it was no longer a 

dominant narrative, but became a residual frame, with representations of 

educational governance emerging as part of the cultural framing which 

opposed and challenged the commonsense narratives around academisation 

as part of the future of education. Educational governance encompassed 

episodic themes of standards, but the dominant theme framed 

academisation in light of perceived accountability gaps within academies and 

free schools around issues such as admissions, finances, excessive head 

teacher pay, unqualified teachers, and disparities in exam results which all 

fed into wider narratives of failure. In framing the future during an election 

year, the Mirror developed an already established and normalised 

educational commonsense that academisation and academy schools, as a 

result of the Conservative implementation, have not succeeded and are a 

financial burden. These were the values of truth which the Mirror wanted 

their audiences to see as a better account, one which exposed the lies of the 
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Conservatives. There are political implications in framing academy schools 

as it moved the debate away from parents and teachers and back to the 

failures of government. 

 

Head 'set up' date website at his school. (Headline)  

A HEAD teacher earning £400,000 per year registered a dating 

website firm to his school's address. Sir Greg Martin, who former Tory 

Education Secretary Michael Gove called his favourite head, set up 

The Coterie London agency as his school was criticised by inspectors. 

Sir Greg makes £230,000 a year as a head and £160,000 as director 

of a firm running the school's leisure centre which is open to the 

public. (DMR 28 January 2015) 

 

A TOP state school chosen by David Cameron for his daughter could 

face a probe for asking parents for cash. Nancy Cameron will go to 

Grey Coat Hospital School in Westminster, a CofE academy, in 

September. But parents complained after receiving letters asking for 

£96 when their children joined and £120 when they received a sixth 

form place. The Schools Admission Code bars financial requests, but 

the problem is growing. (DMR 13 March 2015) 

 

I want to be clear at this point that I am not saying the Mirror as a paper was 

residual, but rather their framing of academisation was residual through their 

representations. As part of the Mirror’s cultural framing of resistance to 

academisation, representations of finance became part of an extension of 
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representations of standards. That is, standards were part of the way in 

which the culture of academisation have been framed and finances was 

included as part of these further debates. Sustaining residual representations 

of standards and emerging representations of finance, the Mirror have had to 

balance their framing between an open critique of what academisation 

means for parents and creating new ways of thinking about how public 

finances have been squandered through the educational governance in 

academies. This problematisation offered new commonsense ways of 

thinking about academisation, no longer were the narratives just about 

political opposition but it was an ideological resistance. While the Mirror 

presented a somewhat better version of truth, in so far as they discussed the 

everyday finances of academy schools, it was still not perfect. 

 

The inclusion of more representations which focussed on personal impact 

stories, has led to the exclusion of reporting which focussed on the 

successes of academy schools and the academies programme. In thinking 

about the circuit of culture and the mechanisms which regulate the 

distribution of news through the Daily Mirror, the inclusion and exclusion of 

what ‘makes the cut’ reflects the ideological and political stance of the Daily 

Mirror.  

 

The DMR also focussed on framing the Conservatives educational promise 

of mass academisation. There was little change in the representations which 

already existed previously in the cultural framing. The normalised 

educational commonsense of standards encompassed familiar episodic 
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themes which developed the Mirror argument that academisation would not 

solve so called failing schools.  

 

HUNDREDS of failing schools will be forced to become academies 

under plans announced by Nicky Morgan today.  

The Education Secretary is to sweep away "legal loopholes" 

preventing schools gaining academy status. But Dr Mary Bousted, 

general secretary of the Association of Teachers and Lecturers, said 

forcing schools to become academies "is not the answer". (DMR 3 

June 2015) 

 

NEARLY one in five of the academies and free schools set up by the 

Tories have been judged "inadequate or requiring improvement" by 

Oftsed inspectors, Labour has found. And Shadow Education 

Secretary Lucy Powell said children going to schools taken out of local 

authority control were twice as likely to go to ones that were failing. 

She accused David Cameron of being fixated with opening more 

academies rather than the quality of teaching. (DMR 2 November 

2015) 

 

The notable inclusion of teaching unions and trade unions also gave a sense 

of impartial legitimacy for the strength of the argument that mass 

academisation will only lead to more failure. However, as part of their 

inclusion of educational actors who lend their voice to resisting a vision of 

academisation for the future of education, there is the exclusion of any 
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statistics or information on the successes of academisation. Whereas the 

Daily Mail challenged Labour’s attack on free schools and academies 

through figures on the successes of academies such as naming schools that 

have increased in the GCSE results, the Mirror marginalised any such 

reporting. While I do not advocate for academisation, and the governance 

structures involved in how academy schools operate, I do recognise that 

there are academy schools which are doing a good job. However, this does 

not fit within the Mirror’s narrative that academy schools are providing a 

‘good’ standard of education. It goes against their own framing which they 

have constructed for their readers. Unlike the Mail who offer a solution 

through their framing, the Mirror provides no such alternative to 

academisation, except for ‘exposing’ their problems.  In developing and 

building on an educational commonsense way of thinking about 

academisation, which was already established and normalised through their 

cultural framing; the Mirror are reluctant to include facts and figures which 

challenged or create doubt as to the representations which they have 

previously normalised. 

 

There has been a change in the Mirror’s cultural framing of academisation. 

Prior to 2015 oppositional framing generated representations mobilised 

through episodic themes that normalised ways of thinking about why 

academisation is not worth it and how it is failing ordinary pupils. In 2015 the 

framing developed further whereby the normalised discourse remained, but 

new framing emerged which questioned the motivations behind the need for 

academisation, which representation emerging from episodic themes of 
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corruption, fraud, and profiteering. What has been striking in the Mirror’s 

cultural framing of academisation, has been their narrowed focus on certain 

episodic themes. Editorial ideologies and column inch restrictions in print 

media undoubtedly have meant journalists have had to be more selective in 

the themes and representations they utilise in the cultural framing of 

academisation.  

 

9.2.3 Moving online: contesting academisation in new spaces 

Print media was just one area of popular media whereby the cultural 

framings evolved from normalising representations, to developing framing of 

an educational future not only focussed on the perceived problems in 

education but the role of academisation in having an educational future. 

Online media became a battleground vying for space to contend with 

meanings of academisation. Of the two online platforms I explored and 

analysed, it became  immediately apparent that there were differences in 

framing of academies culture. Schools Week (SW) and the Canary (TC), two 

platforms marketed as independent media, not only resisted academisation 

but rejected it. In framing the culture of academisation their reporting was 

reminiscent of the framing which occurred in popular media in 2010.  

 

The Canary’s coverage of academisation and educational issues relating to 

the academies programme is so infrequent that most of their themes are 

episodic. There was a surprising lack of reporting of academisation, as an 

online platform I expected them to surpass print media’s publication figures. 

Their cultural framing of academisation always focussed on localised issues 
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of academisation, with most of them particular to specific academy schools. 

In 2015, from what was published, their framing is politically and ideologically 

opinionated. There is no attempt to mask journalistic objectivity, like how we 

as audiences expect print media to. Their style of reporting is very 

reminiscent of blogging, Every article published by TC retained their own 

dominant theme, there was no apparent development of themes between 

one article and the next. 

  

The framing not only sought to resist academisation but there was an active 

voice which attempted to influence public opinion on what academisation 

means. In developing an educational commonsense, TC’s pushed the 

boundaries between reporting events as news and writing opinion pieces. 

There are obvious political and ideological biases in the way academisation 

has been framed. As part of problematising academisation, TC offered a way 

of thinking which suggested that anything was better than academies. The 

solution to the problem of academies in the educational landscape was 

framed not just for the parent as their reader, but as has been seen before to 

the wider general public.   

 

The Tories’ contempt for education and regard for it as anything other 

than a political football has been amply proven over recent years in 

the Coalition. (The Canary 16 October 2015) 

 

Gove introduced National Curriculum reforms, business-funded 

politically-driven controversial academies which allow unqualified 
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teachers to be recruited. The cost advantages of young teachers have 

become more attractive and caused the loss of experienced staff, 

many of whom are keen to leave the profession (The Canary 16 

October 2015) 

 

In resisting the Conservative promise for mass academisation, the Canary 

opted for more human cantered reporting. There is no doubt that popular 

media have a role to play in the production of cultural ideologies; Hall (1990) 

explored and clarified this through his work. However, it is important to not 

lose sight of the fact that popular media provides resources through which 

we, as audiences, are able to organise our everyday lives. The political 

overtones and influence produced by TC reveal their editorial and 

organisation determinations of resisting academisation. The key difference in 

framing resistance, as opposed to rejecting or opposing academisation, as 

has been seen previously in the cultural framing, is that there are more 

narratives of doubt. TC dominated their reporting with more impact driven 

and real-life stories, all of which seem to suggest that academisation is or 

has had a detrimental effect on ordinary schools and parents. 

 

The Canary has its own way of culturally framing academisation. The 

conditions which regulate its distribution and the mechanisms which 

influence its production have to be considered as their influence has resulted 

in representations which not only resist and oppose academisation but also 

attack the culture of academisation. It is important to remember that TC’s 

framing of an educational commonsense around academisation has been 
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enacted through cultural texts, the very medium which they produce and 

publish online. Losing sight of this is to lose sight of the sites, spaces, and 

conceptual maps through which representations operates.  

 

Texts do not express a meaning (which resides elsewhere) or ‘reflect 

reality’: they produce a representation of ‘the real’ which the viewer is 

positioned to take as a Mirror reflection of the real world (Hall 1980: 

149).  

 

In mirroring the real world, TC offers one of many reflections for grasping the 

politically and ideologically contested education policy of academisation. 

Schools Week offered a different reflection.  

 

SW stands out in an already-crowded online arena of news platforms vying 

for readers and sponsorship. Their accessibility and the availability of 

education-specific news in SW allowed them to corner the market with their 

niche audience. In framing the culture of academisation in the public 

imagination, which involved ways of thinking about and understanding the 

social values of academies, two things became apparent through my 

analysis. First was their target readership and audience. SW wrote towards 

the educators and advocates; their imagined audience are those who have 

an vested interest in education. Second, the coverage, themes, and 

representation all suggest that SW is sympathetic to Labour, in the sense 

that it shares Labour ideologies with respect to educational issues. In 2015 
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alone, there were more episodic themes generating representations of 

academisation than in print media.  

 

In framing the culture of academisation, SW’s representations demonstrated 

hostility towards not only an imagined Conservative future but also to Nicky 

Morgan, the Education Secretary at the time. The conditions which existed in 

the production of texts and information, allowed SW to publish more articles 

on a broader range of themes. As part of their framing of an educational 

future, SW resisted and opposed any notions which attempted to justify 

academies. The constant problematisation of academisation through political 

representation generated more episodic themes revolving around the 

perceived problems with class sizes, school admission policies, longer 

teaching hours, unfair pay, discrimination, lack of central government 

accountability, lack of oversight, changes in Ofsted inspections, and 

academy schools which were failing. The variety of themes present might be 

attributed to the fact that 2015 was an election year, therefore all the issues 

surrounding academisation were brought to the forefront of their news 

platform. 

 

(Headline - The graph that should stop Cameron’s plan)  

The prime minister’s assertion that schools labelled as “requiring 

improvement” by Ofsted are “mediocre” and “coasting” is not backed 

by the government’s own data, Schools Week can reveal. (SW 6 Feb 

2015) 
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The government has chosen an arms manufacturer as its preferred 

sponsor to turn around a failing academy in the north of England. ... 

Campaigners are uneasy at a school being run by a company that 

“profits from selling arms to some of the world’s most oppressive 

dictators”. ... A number of university technical colleges (UTCs) set to 

open in September have also partnered with military and arms firms. 

(SW 24 April 2015) 

 

New figures have cast further doubt on the government’s assertion 

that becoming an academy improves schools – revealing inadequate 

schools have more chance of improving by staying under local 

authority control. (SW 31 July 2015) 

 

These examples serve to highlight the disparities in what educational issues 

get reported in popular media. The subject of three of these articles are only 

to be found on SW – their concerns are absent from the print media I 

analysed, and they are nowhere to be found in the Canary nor YouTube. In 

questioning the cultural framing which has existed the exclusion of reporting 

events such as these could be a result of the editorships of media 

organisations who perhaps see these events as too left-wing.  

 

In questioning popular media inclusion, exclusion, and marginalisation of 

themes and representations of academisation through the lens of cultural 

studies, it is important, now more than ever, to ask what academisation 

means through what we have been told? And how does it impact on the 
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culture of our everyday lives? Media texts such as SW are not common 

sense themselves as texts, rather they construct a common sense in their 

reader through their framing and representations. In framing the future and 

changing the narrative, SW offered at times an alternative to academisation 

through a rational common sense which has suggested that non-academy 

schools are still the best option.  

 

Representations employed by SW in their framing can be found in the 

rhetoric and policies of the Labour Government in 2015. There are no 

obvious connections between the Labour party and Schools Week, in so far 

as there is no real way of knowing who or which organisation is behind the 

publishing of articles. Their lead sponsor is the Pearson media group, who 

also own Edexcel. Pearson is one of the largest educational groups that 

have a deeply vested stake in education in the UK, supplying schools with 

education materials among many other things. The connections between 

SW, Pearson media group, and the Labour Party are all but non-existent, yet 

the framing which existed through a group sponsored by an education 

company were ideological and politically aligned at the time with a left-wing 

political party. During this period Jeremy Corbyn was leader of the Labour 

party, and although he has described himself as a socialist and his policies 

are on the left (Settle 2015), in its current iteration it far from left now. It is 

important to be clear I am referring to the connection during the period of 

2015, and not the connection with the Labour Party under the Kier Starmer in 

2020.  
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Academisation has been made into a problem. For the left the problem 

stems from a desire to see schools sold off to sponsors, and for the right the 

problem questions why more schools are not academies as they are the 

future. As a part of framing the future, narratives of problematisation 

contribute to the development of recurring fears and panics. 

 

9.2.4 Framing fear - reimagined political representations of an 

unimaginative education policy 

One of the prevailing trends throughout much of 2015 in popular media was 

how reminiscent their framings had been to 2010. This trend continued with 

the framing of panic and fear through an imagined educational future. 

Residual discourses of fear became dominant once again. However, it was 

not fear of educational uncertainty, rather it was fear of what the future might 

hold for academisation. For the left the fear was of mass academisation, 

which was a political decision. 

 

In the Conservativism of the Daily Mail, narratives of uncertainty were 

already established in 2010 around what education would mean without 

academisation. In addition to this, there was also a normalised educational 

commonsense which had been built for the five years previous, which framed 

academisation as a part of the educational landscape. In reframing fear as 

part of a broader narrative, DML’s representations play on fears that Labour 

wanted to see a return to the old way of educating, stopping academisation. 

Political narratives became part of the repetitive way through which fear was 

normalised. The constant notion that academies were the solution to the 

‘growing’ problem of education decline.  Although the DML’s political 
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narratives followed these thematic narratives, amongst all the vitriol and 

rhetoric behind Labour campaigning it is important to remember that 

academisation was a Labour policy and initiative, just uncredited by the 

Conservatives.  

 

In developing their educational commonsense the DML are not shy to 

reintroduce residual fear and panics about what a Labour education future 

would look like.   

 

CHILDREN aged five will have sex education classes if Labour wins 

the election. Parents are able to withdraw children from sex education 

lessons apart from those that are part of the core science curriculum. 

But under Labour's plans, all state-funded schools would be required 

to provide sex and relationships classes. Academies and free schools 

would lose their right to opt out. (DML 4 Feb 2015) 

 

THE heads of some of Britain's best state schools today warn of the 

dangers of a Labour government reversing radical education reforms. 

In a letter to the Daily Mail, 80 current and former leaders say there is 

clear evidence that academy-style freedoms are benefiting a 

generation of children. But they say Labour - and some senior Lib 

Dems - appear to be threatening to reimpose state controls. (DML 8 

April 2015) 
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What the Conservatives fear, according to the DML’s framings, has always 

been change. Change in education, change with academisation, and change 

to the purportedly successful academies programme. Change destabilises 

their traditional senses and sensibilities which have been framed as part of 

their everyday life, but is always politically motivated. The traditional sense of 

education has been constructed to include academy schools. The social 

values of education, according to the Mail has taken to include the values of 

academisation. 

 

For example, in the DML’s framing from 4 Feb 2015 there is an ‘us’ and 

‘them’ narrative. The Mail’s opposition of sex education classes which has 

been framed is not to do with sex, nor does the policy actually target sex 

education, rather there is opposition because it is part of the Labour 

campaign. The determination to maintain a political cultural framing further 

highlights the thematic marginalisation which occurred in Conservative news 

cycles. Moreover, the same issue when reported in the Daily Mirror takes on 

a whole other dimension, one which serves not to promote or stoke fear, but 

rather one which sought to highlight the important of sex education for the 

benefit of children. 

 

(Headline - MPs BACKING COMPULSORY SEX LESSONS FROM 

AGE 5; Move would 'help prevent abuse').  

SEX education should be compulsory for children as young as five, 

MPs will recommend today. The all-party Education Committee wants 
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the subject taught in all primary and secondary schools to help protect 

youngsters from abuse. (DMR 17 Feb 2015) 

 

The difference in reporting serves to highlight how important it is to explore 

the varied cultural framings which have existed in popular media.  The 

Conservatism of the Daily Mail has led ideological framing through political 

representations. Although an assumption might be that the Daily Mirror also 

contributed to the development of panic, there was a very marginal amount 

of framing which attempted to mobilise a new panic as there was already a 

normalised fear of a looming educational crisis. The value frames which have 

been produced through the reporting in the media constructed better and 

worse ways of thinking about academisation. The Daily Mirror had not 

changed in their framing of any panics—there was a continuation of the 

themes and representations of educational uncertainty which had prevailed 

over the previous 5 years. In a conscious effort to not overanalyse or 

promote the idea that something new occurred other than political events, I 

have excluded my discussion of the Daily Mirror framing of panics. There 

was nothing new in the way the Mirror framed their already on-going 

educational fear of academy schools dominating the educational landscape. 

In the sense there was no change to repetitive framing, rather just a 

continuation of the same style of reporting. 

 

In developing their cultural framing of academisation, what can be seen in 

the Mirror’s reporting, has been their consistent ability to not only respond to 

events occurring in the sector but also in popular media. As part of framing 
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their resistance to political academisation, there was a more varied mix of 

‘impact’ stories. Impact stories were commonplace in The Canary, but not so 

in print media. These stories followed individual schools, academies and 

local authorities, so the framings were more localised. In playing on 

audiences’ fear more, the Mirror almost rationalises their framing through a 

commonsense response to what is happening on the ground. This is the 

common sense the Mirror constructed, something not just for parents but the 

wider public. Issues of money and financial irregularities is an problem which 

is not localised to issues of education.  As I have highlighted already, 

representations of finances were mobilised as a part of framing new 

resistance to academisation.  

 

What makes the representations of 2015 different is how they frame the 

education debate of academisation. There was a noticeable change in the 

processes of creating a way of understanding and meaning of the culture of 

academisation. Popular media’s framing in the first five-years changed 

rapidly, and the election proved to be another pivotal point where change 

occurred again. Although themes of freedom and standards prevail on the 

right, and themes of finances and standards on the left, new representations 

emerged which adapted and altered the framing which came previously. In 

thinking about the ‘future of education’, the political contestation of the 

Conservative Government and a new Labour leader introduced similar and 

new representations moving forward.  
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9.3 Education for all or mass academisation of all - 

continuing the framings of academisation (2016) 

Following the Conservative win at the general election in 2015, there were 

two new factors which, in part, introduced new avenues for framing 

academisation in popular media reporting throughout 2016. First was Jeremy 

Corbyn becoming Labour leader, a move which introduced a new public 

Labour position on academisation but without much new rhetoric. Second, 

the Conservative Government’s election promise to implement their new 

radical policy of mass academisation of all schools by 2020 under the guise 

of their proposed Education for All bill. 

  

As a journalist, writer, and researcher I approached my analysis of popular 

media’s framing during 2016 with much anticipation. At the time of exploring 

the data I knew there had been a government U-turn and the Education for 

All had been defeated in the House of Commons. The Conservative 

Government was forced to backtrack on making all schools academies by 

2020. However, knowing this was the outcome, it is still of huge significance 

to explore how it was framed. Through popular media representation’s 

themes, narratives, and commonsense ideas, the culture of academisation is 

decoded by audiences and embedded into their everyday lives. It is 

important to stress here while these framings and representations may be 

adopted by audiences, they are still the construction by the popular media. 

Common sense ideas and ways of thinking about academy schools, and 

processes of academisation, was a constantly on-going process. What made 
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the framings which occurred in 2016 different were the residual political 

rhetoric from the general election in 2015.  

 

Processes of popular media framing shapes the interpretation and identity of 

what culture means. In studying and exploring the media, Hall described how  

the best way to analyse the ideological dimension of a media 

statement is not only in terms of the so-called bias of its overt content, 

or the material interest which it serves, but also in terms of the deep 

propositional structure, inner logics, structures of inference and 

interpretive schemas which ground the discourse (Hall 2017: 208).  

 

The framing of themes which dominated 2015’s news cycles were retained 

and prevailed in 2016’s cycles also. The proposed Education for All bill 

entangled further representations which perpetuated freedom and standards 

as the overarching way of almost selling academisation as a necessary part 

in solidifying the future of education. No longer were the Daily Mail having to 

fight Labour on the education front – consequently, their episodic themes 

focussed on supporting pupils, tougher Ofsted inspections, higher exam 

results, crackdowns on failing schools, and more demand for free schools. 

These episodic themes once again perpetuated representations which 

sought to justify the need for mass academisation. As part of tackling failing 

schools and increasing standards, notions of achievement were introduced 

as a way of reframing ‘standards’. What these standards meant had become 

a major frame, something which had come to dominate the social values of 

education, and also shaped the narrative around what academisation meant. 
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Ultimately these episodic themes which focussed on issues surrounding the 

academies programme and academy schools all relayed a narrative that 

academisation was of benefit and had a positive impact because it helped all 

pupils achieve more.  

 

In a similar vein, there was also little change in the Daily Mirror framing. 

Amongst the confusion of a new Labour leader, who introduced new 

approaches and rhetoric to academisation and the looming Education for All 

bill, it almost appeared as though the Mirror lacked any new way of 

representing academisation other than to continue resisting. Episodic themes 

dominated their new cycles with no clear dominant prevailing hegemonic 

theme to tie them all together. Rather, the framing of standards and public 

finances in 2016, two themes that had prevailed through much of popular 

media, were set against the backdrop of the Education for All Bill. There was 

a diverse range of episodic themes included the DMR, challenging the 

Government’s academisation approach, critiquing Nicky Morgan, highlighting 

issues of fraud and/or public financial mismanagement, writing about 

perceived social class segregation, academy school admission failures, and 

poor quality teachers. In a way, the Mirror’s continued resistance to the 

culture of academisation was part of the normalisation of a new way of 

thinking about what the future of mass academisation meant.  

 

In thinking about the ideological dimensions of popular media framing and 

the representations which emerged, there was nothing really new being 

added to the academies debate. Print media’s framing of what 
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academisation would mean in the culture of everyday life, had stagnated. 

The same themes again and again: for the right, freedom was an essential 

part of what raises standards and without which education would fail. For the 

left, the decline in educational standards and governance was a result of 

freedom which had resulted in lack of scrutiny and mismanagement of public 

finances. These themes and importantly representations were an extension 

of 2015’s cultural framings. Framing the future of academisation has become 

a residual narrative which had embedded meaning utilised by audiences for 

how to interpret academisation. 

 

Print media offered one cross-sectional view of the themes and 

representations available to audiences in their decoding of academisation. It 

is important to also consider the input from broadcast and online media 

during their period also. 

 

9.3.1 Broadcasting Multi Academy Trusts 

 In 2016 Channel 4 aired a Dispatches documentary where they ‘exposed’ 

the problems with Academy Chains and Multi-Academy Trusts and set about 

detailing some of the apparent growing financial irregularities in the business 

of running academy schools. What made this broadcast different was how 

their framing presented new representations but also new information on 

what academisation meant. In its contribution to the cultural understanding of 

academies and academisation, Channel 4 presented a glimpse into the 

ideological condition of their framing.  
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In visual media representations of public finances had reinforced a 

normalised narrative that there was a lack of accountability to taxpayers. 

These were the repetitive narratives which already existed in the Mirror prior 

to the Dispatches documentary airing. Narratives which constantly framed 

the argument that academies should not be trusted due to continuous 

attempt to making money from education. Also, importantly making money 

from the taxpayer. These new narratives were tantamount to how academy 

schools were defrauding the public. The culture in around academy schools 

were no longer about building distrust in how they lacked standards, but 

rather they were actively ruining the education for all children. Dispatches 

played on these already normalised narratives and took them one step 

further. In focussing on Multi Academy Trusts as the hegemonic code, 

Channel 4’s framing attempted to show how in the culture of academisation 

there is something going on which we as audiences and ordinary members 

of society are not being told about. Visual texts have to have a different 

appeal to written texts because they have to retain an audience’s attention. 

Channel 4’s appeal led viewers on a trail which followed the money, followed 

the bosses, and followed the parents, who they claim had been impacted.  

 

Dispatches contributed themes and representations which fed into the wider 

cultural framing of academies and their role in the education landscape. It did 

not go after issues of excessive pay for teachers or headteachers, but 

instead focussed on the ‘big business’ of academies through examples of 

expenses. There are overt inferences to the role of business in the 

management of academies. Ideological statements broadcast directly 
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connect businesses and schools which presented a fresh perspective in the 

framing of academisation.  

 

Academies are now controlled by trusts which are run like businesses, 

more than 3000 of these schools are part of chains known as Multi 

Academy Trusts, and these are in control of millions of pounds of 

taxpayers’ money. While supporters say academies drive up 

standards, critics say they are no better than local authority schools. 

(Dispatches 2016) 

 

The inclusion of what has been said about academies is a nod to popular 

media’s existing framing. They are some of the commonly held arguments 

and beliefs which have been perpetuated by popular media through their 

representations. In taking a cultural studies approach here it is important to 

question why this Channel 4 broadcast mattered. The processes of framing 

through Dispatches mobilised through left-wing issues of public finances 

contributed to an educational commonsense which almost suggested, that 

academies could not be trusted. Channel 4 made the decision to follow the 

money, something which is different way academisation has been 

represented. In the thematic history of the culture of academisation, 2016 

offered more than just finances. Education for All was still a major 

battleground issue. It seems rational there, then, that their framing was 

conceived as a means to play into the wider neoliberal commonsense 

framing which Hall and O’Shea discussed. Economics is an issue and 

concept which impacts and affects so-called ordinary people. 



401 | P a g e  
 

 

Hall and O’Shea (2015: 55) described how  

neoliberal ideas have permeated society and are transforming what 

passes as common sense. The broadly egalitarian and collectivist 

attitudes that underpinned the welfare state era are giving way to a 

more competitive, individualistic market-driven, entrepreneurial, profit-

oriented outlook.” (Hall and O’Shea 2015: 55).  

 

In contesting some of the already taken-for-granted ways of thinking about 

how academies operate and what academisation has done, Channel 4 takes 

fairness as a means to present systemic issues prevalent with the culture of 

academisation.  

 

In framing academies as a wider part of ‘big business’ in education, Channel 

4 introduced many more narratives of mistrust in the financial regulation 

borne through the freedoms academies are afforded. Not only are ‘facts’ 

presented as a means to mobilise a way of grasping complex business terms 

such as related party transactions. These, juxtaposed with families on the 

frontline of academies, are all part of the conditions through which 

representation of academisation exists. In decoding the framing there is little 

alternative to thinking about what academisation means and does not mean. 

There are few negotiated or oppositional codes because the dominant 

hegemonic code does not facilitate any alternative ways of thinking. 
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The editorial team behind Dispatches are responsible for making sure their 

package is aligned with the editorial values and ideologies of Channel 4. 

They are aligned with the movement in popular media which is critical of the 

Conservative-led approach to academisation. As part of popular media’s 

ongoing resistance to academisation, found in left-wing cultural texts, 

Dispatches adds their own frames which accept the already normalised 

representations in the Liberalism of the Daily Mirror for example, but 

attempts to contest the framing of the Conservatism of the Daily Mail.  

 

The hyper-focused lens through which Channel 4 explored academisation is 

in stark contrast to the themes on offer in Schools Week and the Canary. As 

I move online, I present an account which is almost the opposite of how 

Dispatches and Channel 4 culturally framed academisation in the public 

imagination. 

 

9.3.2 Contesting academisation and Multi Academy Trusts 

through an online commonsense 

I use the term ‘online commonsense’ to denote and distinguish the 

differences in the ways academies and processes of academisation are 

represented. What online media platforms such as the Canary and Schools 

Week demonstrated in 2015 was the vastness of the themes available for 

audiences. Their framing accounted for many more episodic themes 

revolving around academisation than other areas of popular media. Online 

news reporting in 2016 was more pronounced with more themes dominating 

the online news cycles.  
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The Canary continued with its very localised editorial style of reporting, which 

was very exclusionary and marginalised many other themes related to 

developing an overarching view of what academisation meant. In addition to 

localised reporting, TC’s framing was also overtly opinion based. Each of 

their articles and publications on subjects relating to academisation ran 

headlines and featured content which did not hide what their journalist 

thought about the Conservatives or academies schools with an open style of 

attack prevailing. TC attempts to resist academisation but whereas other 

popular media titles have focussed on specific issues TC is more troubled 

with the politics of education.  

 

(Headline) This vile government plan will make the current education 

crisis even worse (TC 30 March 2016) 

 

(Headline) Secret Tory plans for elitist education are leaked, right on 

the steps of Downing Street (TC 7 Sept 2016) 

 

(Headline) The mind blowing fact that shows Corbyn could be on his 

way to Downing Street (TC 19 Sept 2016) 

 

(Headline) The Tories just dropped a privatisation bombshell, while 

the media harps on about Labour (TC 3 Oct 2016) 

 

(Headline) The Conservative government has sunk to an all-time low 

with this disgraceful attack on children. (TC 8 Nov 2016) 
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As part of their brand, they were vocal proponents of the Corbynite Labour 

party and were very local in their opposition of the Conservatives. Although 

they claimed to be an impartial and independent media platform they still 

produce content which is imbued with ideological and political sentiment. 

This is the point and purpose of taking a cultural studies approach in 

exploring the cultural framing of academisation in popular media: the 

analysis reveals not only what themes are present but also what has been 

excluded. However, TC offers one interpretation and source of 

representations of making sense of academisation for people in their 

everyday lives. SW offered a broader spectrum of political representation 

whilst still maintaining a similar ideological framing.  

 

Their apparent disguise in where SW sits on a political readership axis, and 

the way they have framed education in general, places them in Labour 

ideological camp. This aside, what makes them different from TC and 

perhaps other online platforms, was their editorial structure. What I mean by 

this is that they have a managing director, editor, senior correspondents and 

writers, and all of these staff write exclusively about education news. In 2016 

alone SW expanded their framing of academisation with more dominant 

hegemonic themes. Whereas thematic frames in print media, particularly the 

Daily Mirror, employed representations of standards and finances as a 

means to inform public opinion of academisation, SW went further. 

Performance, achievement, governance, accountability, Multi Academy 

Trusts, and academy conversion all retained thematic representation along 
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with finances and standards as a part of the educational commonsense SW 

built through their framing.  

 

It is equally important to ask how Schools Week makes sense of 

academisation as it is to ask how audiences make sense of academisation, 

since the subjectivities and agency audiences and readers are given are 

constructed from the framing which has occurred. In exploring the cultural 

framing of academisation, it is not a question of understanding if academies 

are good or bad, or if academisation is right or wrong, but as I have 

mentioned previously, what are the representations and what are their 

contributions to the culture of everyday life? Entman (2010) describes that 

when the “media shape what people think about, they must logically 

influence what people think” (Entman 2010: 392). In centralising these 

questions, my analysis of SW’s framing highlights not only how their 

representations attempted to make every issue matter for audiences, but 

also how their framing marginalised the successes of academies. 

 

A swell of uprising is growing against the government’s plan to turn all 

schools into academies with petitions reaching more than 100,000 

signatures and demonstrators hitting the streets. (SW 21 Mar 2016) 

 

How much are academy trusts top-slicing from schools? The name 

they use for this slice of income can vary; from partnership or 

membership fee to central services charge. As can, according to 

various chief executives, the level of service. ( SW 28 May 2016) 
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Twenty of the largest multi-academy trusts (MATs) – running more 

than 300 schools – fall significantly below the national average for 

improving pupils’ attainment, a major new analysis comparing the 

performance of MATs and councils has found. (SW 7 July 2016) 

 

Converting all remaining council-maintained schools into academies 

could cost the taxpayer £320 million, the Local Government 

Association has warned. (SW 24 Sept 2016) 

 

As part of their opposition to academies and continued narratives of 

resistance to academisation, there is evident ‘othering’ occurring. It is not 

possible to say without further research on the writer and editors - and others 

who encoded the text - if this othering is a deliberate attempt to frame 

academisation as a negative force impacting education. However, there is a 

fair assumption that it has been. There is an attempt to alter and change the 

public image of academisation against that which the Government set out, as 

SW are responsible for what they publish. For example, the notion there was 

an uprising is an exaggeration as there was little or no evidence of this in the 

publication. Some of these themes are familiar but they built a niche 

educational commonsense way of thinking about academisation for 

educational professionals, that is clear through their framing. 

 

What is striking are the differences in what makes the cut - what does and 

does not get published in popular media. There are substantially more 
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dominant and episodic themes available in SW along those in print media 

combined. In the production of a cultural understanding of academisation, 

what remains unanswered is if SW has published more because they are 

resisting the future of mass academisation, or if print media have published 

less because they have excluded and marginalised many more themes 

which did not fit within their educational commonsense based on freedom, 

finances, and standards. 

 

Following the departure of Nicky Morgan in July of 2016, Justine Greening 

was appointed as the next Secretary of State for Education and with it came 

another new era of academisation. Greening’s entrance into the news cycle 

brought with it the idea of education reforms, to perhaps update the 

Academies Act 2010. The reforms centred on grammar schools as a 

potential future of the academies project. The introduction of grammar 

schools as part of the academies narrative occurred in late 2016, but their 

coverage picked up at the start of 2017 which is where it entered in popular 

media news cycles.  

 

9.4 Performance, funding and grammar schools (2017) 

As part of framing the future of academisation in public imagination, 2017 

brought the same representations through the lens of different themes. 

Following the defeat and subsequent U-turn on mass academisation there 

was a new announcement, which became an emerging educational theme, 

of a return to grammar schools. The introduction of grammar schools as a 

theme was a political response, popular media framing of academisation was 
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changing in response to a major political event. However, this was not the 

only new theme prevailing through 2017. In the Conservatism of the Daily 

Mail, performance became part of the emerging dominant hegemonic code. 

Representations of standards still remained a normalised part of the framing, 

but performance brought new episodic themes in response to political and 

social events.  

 

PRIVATE schools will have to sponsor the state sector as part of Tory 

plans to turn Britain into the world's ‘great meritocracy'. Headteachers 

of at least 100 top independent schools will be told they must help run 

an academy or set up a free school if they want to keep their 

charitable tax status. The party also confirmed its commitment to new 

grammar schools, which would allow bright pupils to enter at a range 

of ages. (DML 19 May 2017) 

 

Parents will be given the right to set up grammar schools in a 

£500million education revolution. Treasury sources said these could 

include the first selective state secondaries to open in decades. (DML 

7 Mach 2017) 

 

What started as speculation towards the end of 2016 became a theme which 

captured DML’s news agenda during 2017. Grammar schools were framed 

as potentially a new education policy on an unprecedented level. In 

conjunction with emerging representations the Daily Mail ideologically 

likened grammar school conversion akin to a process of academisation 
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whereby the same regulations were in place for finances but they would be 

afforded the same freedoms as academy schools.  The discussion of 

grammar schools generated different ways of thinking about academisation, 

not only on performance, but part of a wider discussion of the future of the 

evolution of education. In framing a future of education, the narratives in 

DML attempted to push a conservative agenda which still maintained that 

academisation was still a necessary part of the increase in school and pupil 

performance. The re-introduction of grammar schools, I would argue, had the 

potential of creating a dangerous precedent. Allowing another political project 

into the educational landscape could further create an educational division 

which had already been started by academy schools. It is strange that the 

conversation around allowing grammar schools to further expand their reach 

was started so publicly. It could have been that the Government announced 

the initiative knowing it would be framed by the media who would the 

construct narratives for their readers. These narratives would form the basis 

through which support for grammar schools would then be ‘sold’ back to the 

government.  

 

The way academies and the culture of academisation, that is, the meaning 

behind why the conversion of schools are necessary have been represented, 

presented another change within an already normalising education common 

sense. This has had many changes, especially since the Trojan Horse 

Scandal destabilised the Government’s narrative. In associating performance 

as a part of the outcomes of academisation, popular media’s representations 

developed narratives that free schools and academies are better than their 
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rivals, that they statistically have proven to have better GCSE results, and 

there is more social mobility as they target poor pupils. The emergence of a 

new discourse only brought new rhetoric. Performance was a reimagination 

of the previously established and normalised theme of standards. The only 

thing which changed was the framing, in a way audiences were being told 

the same information just with different language. However, the Daily Mail 

was not alone in developing their representations so that new frames could 

be introduced.  

 

In the liberalism of the Daily Mirror, the residual theme of public finance had 

become reimagined and emerged as part of a broader theme of funding. As 

a dominant theme, funding shared some similarities with previously identified 

theme of finances. However, DMR focussed on the expenditure of funding 

from the local authority: the perceived underfunding of LA-maintained 

schools and the overfunding of academy schools. Episodic themes and 

representations followed in an attempt to developed their educational 

commonsense which was based on the discussion of unequal pay (that is, 

for teachers at academies vs teachers at non-academies), teacher shortages 

despite high expenditures, excessive leadership pay, and cuts to grants for 

poor parents, expenditure of public funds on what is perceived to be public-

private schools, the role of Multi Academy Trusts (MATs) and the ensuing 

level of mistrust around funding. Funding, or expenditure, is an 

encompassing theme of public finances, but the language and representation 

did not actively seek to demonstrate where the money was going. As a part 

of the framing of academisation in the future culture of everyday life, the 
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issue of funding posed questions which I would say the DMR created in an 

attempt to challenge not only grammar schools but also the political 

uncertainty at the time. This was the first real time that the Mirror was able to 

offer their own solution to the problem of academies in the seven-years since 

the Conservatives introcued the political project in 2010. Their solution was 

to the introduce regulations for MATs and importantly scrutinise the ways 

academy schools are managed.  

 

During a period which involved the reintroduction of grammar schools, the 

Brexit debate and Leave vote was still in the public sphere. Additionally, in 

April of 2017, the Conservative Government also called another snap 

general election. It is no surprise that many of the episodic themes involved 

ways of trying to rationalise what the future might mean, more than in any 

other year of Conservative academisation. It should of course be highlighted 

that representations of grammar schools were excluded and significantly 

marginalised by the Mirror. As a theme its occurrence was minimal in 

comparison to the Daily Mail, but it is still significant because it is a reflection 

on the condition which existed in the production of the culture of 

academisation. In Johnson’s circuit of culture, production is as equally 

important as representation, as reveals some of the mechanisms which 

regulate what has been allowed to be framed and what was not. In thinking 

about the editorial stance of the Mirror, as the years progressed, the framing 

which has existed has solidified its position as a Labour-orientated 

newspaper, which is ideologically opposed to academisation. 
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As I moved online and to the social media sphere of popular media, what 

became more developed was that academisation as a cultural way of life 

existed. What was notable was how different popular media’s cultural 

framings were, because the representations, meaning, and taken-for-granted 

ways of graphs which academisation meant varied depending on the 

audiences.  

 

9.4.1 Grounding academisation online 

What struck me most was how during 2017, popular media framing changed 

their representations in order to frame an educational future once again. As I 

explored and analysed the different online platforms who have contributed to 

mobilising an educational commonsense way of thinking about 

academisation, there were many similarities, as themes have been carried 

over since 2015. Although the themes might be the same, the 

representations differed. As I think more about Johnson’s Circuit of Culture, 

analysis of themes reveal the history of the culture of academisation, and it 

accounts for the textual moment in the circuit. In processing the themes I 

move through the circuit to the representations and this is where I am able to 

understand the cultural framings.  

 

The objective of popular media has been to create a way of thinking about 

and comprehend one question: what does academisation mean to you in 

your everyday life? The social values of academy schools are produced by 

the media for their readers, as such what academisation means requires a 

necessary exploration of who the media are speaking to.  In framing this 
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cultural question what popular media has done is to provide representations 

which go about answering a different question: How can we provide you with 

a way of understanding academisation through our ideological lens? What 

does academisation stand for and for whom? These questions seek to make 

sense of academisation but they go about doing so in different ways. 

 

For example in decoding the cultural framing presented by Schools Week 

during 2017, the representations available for audiences aggressively 

rejected any notions of grammar schools as a viable new step for education. 

Additionally, there was a reflection of the same ‘funding’ theme which 

prevailed in the Daily Mirror, but that is not all: the DML’s theme of 

performance also became part of SW’s new cycles. Framed differently, 

through different representations, performance and performativity according 

to SW not only challenged academies but also promoted state schools. It 

would not be fair of me to say that SW included thematic representations of 

performance in response to the Daily Mail’s framings, as that is too much of 

a nuanced analysis, but there was a degree whereby SW did challenge the 

DML’s common sense narrative on performance. 

 

How can we know which schools are good if inspectors are 

inconsistent and biased and the data is wrong ... We need to stop 

pretending we know for certain which schools are doing a good job 

and lower the stakes associated with inspection judgment. No more 

forced academisation and pushing out headteachers based on flawed 
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data and a few hours of some humans walking around a school. (SW 

10 Feb 2017) 

 

(Headline - Academisation makes it harder for local schools to work 

together)  

Changes to governance and organisation structures are starting to 

make it more challenging for schools to work collaboratively. (SW 8 

Oct 2017) 

 

(Headline - Education Fellowship trust gives up all 12 schools over 

poor performance)  

An academy trust has become the first in the country to give up all its 

schools, after financial problems and concerns from Ofsted over poor 

outcomes for pupils. (SW 10 Mar 2017) 

 

Schools Week is Labour-centric, and this is reflected through their choice of 

representations and the educational commonsense they have attempted to 

mobilise. Since their inception in late 2014, SW have always resisted 

academisation through framings which have highlighted what the perceived 

problems have been within the Conservative academies programme. Since 

2015, the pervasiveness of grammar schools as another new educational 

initiative in the political landscape meant that narratives of educational 

change were inevitable. Schools Week’s framing of the future thematically 

might have remained the same but the representations became more 

compelling aggressive not only against grammar schools but also that the 
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current model of academies was doing more harm than good. Unlike the 

Mirror whose narrative of academy schools framed the debate in a better 

way than other media organisations, SW was hostile. When considering 

there are better and worse ways of framing academisation, Schools Weeks’ 

hostility and negativity towards the academies programme, projects a worse 

version of truth. Politics and political ideologies shaped the reporting found 

within SW which constructed their common sense way of thinking which was 

targeted not towards parents, but educators, and their working in an around 

education and schools. I recognise that SW had to contend with new 

government narratives, and its rhetoric around grammar schools undoubtedly 

influenced their news cycles. However, as I have discussed before, Schools 

Week have to take responsibility for their framing, and there is no 

responsible excuse which can justify changes in their representation 

because of political changes. 

 

9.5 Conclusion 

In framing the future of education, the Conservatism of the Daily Mail 

adapted their cultural framings to build on the normalised frames which 

already existed in popular media, which brought narratives of necessity back. 

The emerging hegemonic codes found in the DML also became a part of the 

framings in cultural texts on YouTube, with more content being available.  

 

There is no other research which has explored the cultural framing of 

academisation in popular media nor an analysis of common sense narrative 

and representations of the academies programme and academisation. It has 
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not been possible for me to refer back to work that has explored this area of 

educational framing because it is absent in cultural studies. What is known 

about the media and its effect in education has been demonstrated through 

significant studies on its role in informing, adapting, and disseminating policy.  

 

The closest study to this research, able to build and generate new ways of 

thinking about academisation, is Baxter (2014) who sought to examine media 

reporting of Ofsted to understand the ways in which it was used to frame 

debates on the academies project. Baxter’s research demonstrated how the 

media shaped their coverage as part of an ongoing effort to be more 

appealing to the public. However, what was missing was an analysis and 

exploration on the framing of the academies project through the 

representations available. As part of Baxter’s exploration, there was a sole 

focus on the connections between education policy and common sense, 

without much discussion on decoding the common sense of academisation. 

 

I make note of this here because as I progress into the final term of popular 

media framing of academisation between the period of 2018 – 2019, it is 

important to remember that my processes of analysis and exploration of 

academisation has been done as part of my ongoing effort to discuss the 

ways in which the representations have contributed to the political and 

ideological framings of the academies project, and in so looking at them I 

have presented the educational commonsense which has been a constantly 

emerging theme.  
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Chapter 10. Troubling times ahead: casting a 
shadow on academisation (2018 – 2019) 
 

Culture is not just a voyage of rediscovery, a return journey. It is not an 

‘archaeology’. Culture is a production. It has its raw materials, its resources, 

its ‘work of production’. It depends on a knowledge of tradition as ‘the 

changing same’ and an effective set of genealogies. (Hall 2005: 556)  

 

10.1 Introduction 

In the cultural framing of academisation since 2010 new narratives, and 

importantly new dominant hegemonic themes, in popular media have shaped 

the representations of academisation. In previous years, there have been 

different educational commonsenses that have transformed the way 

academisation has become known and what it has meant in the culture of 

everyday life. As I near the end of this study of a decade’s worth of data on 

academisation, another educational commonsense emerged. A common 

sense constructed by the media in what was then an on-going attempt to 

shape the narrative of academisation. This narrative was dominated by 

troubling themes of fraud allegations and financial mismanagement. 

Although financial themes existed in previous years, what made the cultural 

framing in 2018 and 2019 different was the sustained mobilisation of these 

representations, which used finances as a hegemonic way of thinking about 

the academies programme, Multi Academy Trusts (MATs), and 

academisation. 
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As I think about culture, I also think about the spaces through which culture 

has been produced, grown, defined, and (re)defined. The culture of 

academisation has moved beyond just simply the policies of academy 

schools. There has been a wider narrative and debate on what academies 

mean in everyday life. Hall (1975) described the role of the media in such 

processes of cultural production: 

 

If the media can be said to shape the public debate, to mould popular 

consciousness about issues, it is not only because they have become 

the major and most credible source of literal information about the 

world. It is because they also exercise the function of connecting 

discrete events with one another: they build or ‘map’ events into 

larger, wider frameworks of meaning so that viewers come, not simply 

to ‘know what is happening’, but to construct from that knowledge 

‘pictures of the world’, scenarios of action. (Hall 1975: 126) 

 

In the fourth phase of framing academisation, I offer a discussion and way of 

thinking about a new educational commonsense, and the representations 

which have supported it. 

 

10.2 Finances and freedom: familiar representations of 

academisation (2018) 

 

I begin my discussion with the representations found in the liberalism of the 

Daily Mirror. Finances, fraud, and MATs were all dominant hegemonic codes 
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contributing to an educational commonsense that problematised the ethics of 

academies. The Mirror presented a solution to academisation. They offered 

their audiences a common sense which framed academy schools as not for 

the people, they are not for the ‘everyday’ parent. Academy schools were the 

rich and wealthy; academy schools were not for those that were socio-

economically disadvantaged. In a process of moralisation, there was a new 

tide of casting doubt on where the money went in academy schools. Episodic 

themes mobilised a fear that academies were in receipt of too much money, 

whilst having little accountability.  

 

(Headline - Academies in huge pay row)  

Ministers have failed to act on academy schools paying trustees 

excessive salaries with public money, a report reveals today. The 

Public Accounts Committee said 102 trustees were paid more than 

£150,000 in 2015/16. (DMR 30 March 2018) 

 

(Headline - Co-op to run more schools)  

THE Co-op plans to more than triple the number of schools it helps 

run after getting back in the black. The group plans to grow its 

sponsorship of 12 academies to 40 over three years in a £3.6million 

push. It announced a swing from a £132million loss to £72million profit 

last year. (DMR 8 April 2018) 

 

At least 125 school bosses at academy trusts are pocketing more than 

£150,000 a year. Their earnings are on a par with Theresa May - paid 
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£151,451 as Prime Minister in the last financial year - and the 

revelation comes as hard-up schools beg parents to chip in for 

stationery. The Tories slipped out the annual accounts of academy 

trusts quietly last week, in parliamentary recess. (DMR 13 Nov 2018) 

 

Academisation here was framed against an almost corporate approach to the 

delivery of education. In developing an educational commonsense, the Mirror 

started developing a narrative which problematised finance: Where is the 

money going? The representations centred around a taken-for-granted 

assumption: that big business is operating in education, and that they cannot 

be trusted. Hence, underneath the theme of finance, issues around trust and 

accountability also framed the education and academies debate in 2018. 

 

I mention accountability because as an episodic theme it also helped frame 

another hegemonic theme: Governance. Representations of governance 

framed a wider educational narrative: that the supposed freedoms which 

academies maintained was actually having disastrous consequences on the 

educational landscape. Educational governance was a focal point for the 

Mirror in the way that they further developed their narrative that ‘corporate’ 

academies should not be trusted. They asserted he notion that it does not 

make ‘good sense’ for schools to be run for profit, whilst having limited local 

authority oversight. The interplay between finance and governance stood out 

in the way the culture of academisation was framed.  
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Fatcat academy school bosses are an education fail when pay 

packets of the biggest earners now top £500,000 a year. Huge 

salaries are no more linked to academic results than the windfalls 

collected by university vice-chancellors currently being challenged by 

much lower-paid striking lecturers. Public services are being bled dry 

when Bristol University found expensive management consultants 

make the NHS worse, not better. (DMR 25 Feb 2018) 

 

(Headline - Unqualified teachers taking more classes 'to save cash')  

UNQUALIFIED teachers are taking over classrooms for thousands of 

lessons as schools struggle for cash. The National Education Union 

found a school where pupils were taught by unqualified staff 192 times 

in a week. (DMR 26 Feb 2018) 

 

(Headline - Academies are 'failing' poor pupils)  

The poor are being failed by two out of three academy chains, says a 

study. The Sutton Trust education charity said academies - state 

schools free to set their curriculum and pay - were letting down 

disadvantaged pupils. Some 38 of the 58 chains performed below the 

national average last year for all state schools. (DMR 20 Dec 2018) 

 

The Mirror framed governance alongside representations of finance to further 

clarify their educational commonsense. This developed a scepticism and 

mistrust for academisation which became the starting point for the troubling 

times ahead for the cultural framing of academisation. Distrust and mistrust 
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of academy schools overwhelmingly dominated the narratives constructed 

for the reader. In considering whose common sense, the Mirror constructed 

the working class aspirational parent as outraged that public money was not 

going towards their children. Despite these criticisms, there was a shift in 

2018 in the perception of academies and their position in providing services, 

in so much as the Mirror’s framing suggested that – despite their financial 

governance - academies were here to stay, and hence there was no need to 

vocally oppose them as a concept, through themes of standards, 

performance, or accountability. 

 

It was not just the Mirror where financial mismanagement dominated the 

framing, broadcast media provided new representations which contributed to 

the growing educational commonsense that academies were big business. 

 

10.2.1 Broadcasting mistrust: an exposé on Multi Academy Trusts  

Following periods of sustained allegations of financial mismanagement, the 

BBC’s Panorama broadcast their own exposé on MATs. In a similar style to 

what had been broadcast previously, there was a focused framing of 

academisation, following some of the themes which existed in 2018. 

Panorama was aired in September 2018. At this late stage in the year the 

dominant hegemonic theme of fraud and finances was already well 

established. The representations which emerged developed a fresh angle. 

Their broadcast followed the money, asking the questions which were 

marginalised in the Mirror.  There was a visible struggle over meaning 

following the Panorama documentary. Questions which framed the 
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academies debate around issues of fraud, abuse of public money, financial 

mismanagement, and crucially the privatisation of public education 

dominated the BBCs agenda in the way the academy schools were framed 

for their wider general audience. What the Mirror was lacking was the 

development of an educational commonsense which provided a way of 

rationalising what these issues meant in the culture of everyday life. Emotive 

and evocative language from the start set the premise of their whole 

problematisation of academisation. 

 

We expose the scandal in education … We show what can happen 

when the school budget is handed over to big business … We reveal 

how the government is failing to protect public money. (Panorama 

2018) 

Panorama’s approach gave the impression that it was now time for answers, 

something which print media and the Daily Mirror had not been able to 

sufficiently investigate. What made Panorama seductive was it was both 

visceral, playing on the presumed fears of audiences, but it also made ‘good 

sense’. Good sense, a concept which O’Shea and Hall (2015) described as a 

co-existent part of common sense, provides a way of framing complex issues 

in a fair and easy way of thinking because it is an approach that no one is 

against. Common sense is those taken-for-granted assumptions, “what 

everybody knows” and it cannot be “impractical, unreasonable or extreme, 

because they are solidly in the groove of popular thinking - they are part of 

the folk wisdom of the age” (O’Shea and Hall 2015: 52).  
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The framing of this narrative - one suspicious of academy trusts – went both 

across the concept of academisation generally and also specifically focussed 

on an individual academy trust. The representations created a way of 

thinking about the ongoing state of academisation. 

 

Academies are paid for by the government and run by private trusts, 

they are not supposed to make a profit, but some have been accused 

of doing just this. What we have seen is money disappearing into the 

Trust that could have been spent on teacher salaries and children 

education. (Panorama 2018) 

 

The argument always came back to money, and it is this fundamental theme 

that Panorama capitalised on. They developed the narrative that schools 

were being run by corporate sponsors who have little accountability. Their 

framing suggested the argument that the corporatisation of education is 

nothing more than making money, rather than prioritising education.  

 

In justifying and rationalising their educational commonsense arguments, 

various educational actors and voices of reason were mobilised to 

demonstrate a level of ‘fairness’. A Conservative MP and deputy leader of a 

local council spoke against MATs on the programme, giving the impression 

that the situation was so dire that it cut across political party lines. 
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I am a Conservative MP, this is our party policy to roll out Multi 

Academy Trusts but I am speaking out because this is wrong. 

(Panorama 2018) 

 

Other actors were also mobilised by Panorama in an attempt to demonstrate 

that their representations were fair. A Reverend who was the Chair of 

Governors of a local academy spoke out because he has never been able to 

access the financial information and was forced to apply for a FOI (Freedom 

of Information) request at his own school. Along with the former assistant 

head of an academy school, he is portrayed as a whistle blower, speaking 

out because of the corruption and fraud that was going on at his former 

academy.  

 

The themes of nepotism and financial management all played their part in 

framing what the culture of academisation means. The questions raised all 

provide a way into considering what academisation means, and what the role 

of academy trusts are in society. The representation create the condition 

through which audiences can engage with these perceived complex issues. 

 

Schools exist for children to give them the best possible start in life, 

they do not exist to provide an income stream for private firms. 

(Panorama 2018) 
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The government needs to take urgent action to stop business cashing 

in on schools and to protect the money that is meant for our children’s 

education. (Panorama 2018) 

 

What Panorama did was to create a way of thinking which attempted to 

demonstrate the complicity of the Conservative government with big 

business. Once again though, there is still the exclusion and marginalising of 

any narrative and representations of what academies have done well. There 

is no framing that has brought into this debate of their successes in the 

classroom, or the local community. That has to be taken into consideration 

because that was not by accident. Broadcast packages on primetime 

television, BBC 1, are carefully crafted. They are commissioned by the BBC 

and edited by the BBC. As such there is a degree of editorial and ideological 

censorship which has gone into the production of the cultural framing of 

academisation.   

 

10.2.2 Defending academisation during a period of troubled 

representations 

On the left, themes of finances and fraud as part of what the culture of 

academisation means, are just one part of the framing and one set of 

representations which tell a story. As I turn to the framings available on the 

right, specifically the Conservatism of the Daily Mail there is another truth, 

one which excluded and defended academisation in times of trouble. This 

period of reporting saw a struggle over meaning, with different news framings 

dominating the news agenda. The Mirror and Panorama struggled in the way 

liberal narratives opposing academy schools were presented. The Mail had 
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already constructed narratives of fraud and mistrust, a narrative which 

dominated the headlines. 

 

The DML marginalised themes and framings which alluded to financial 

mismanagement of academies or academy trusts. This was to be expected, 

this is where the struggle became more apparent, and started to show 

through in their reporting. Whereas in 2013 – 2015, they would have 

addressed issues of performance, standards, and freedom and an attacked 

liberal framing, there was no attempt here.  As a newspaper that has a 

Conservative audience, and historically had promoted academies, it is 

interesting that their representations during 2018 defended academisation by 

championing its success through freedom and standards. These two themes 

have historically been featured regularly and are part of the normalised 

narrative around what academisation means. However, just like the Daily 

Mirror and Panorama, what made their cultural framings different from 

previous years, is that there was no attempt to promote a vision for the 

future.  

 

Freeing schools from council control raises academic attainment 

because it makes them compete, a study suggests. Researchers at 

the London School of Economics found that a mix of academies, free 

schools, faith schools and grammars can drive up standards. They 

said the schools vie with each other to achieve better results and to 

attract pupils. (DML 16 March 2018) 
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(Headline – Row as Labour demands all pupils learn about the evils of 

British empire)  

JEREMY Corbyn will today unveil proposals to ensure schoolchildren 

are taught about the legacy of Britain's role in slavery and colonialism. 

The move comes on the same day as Labour faces accusations that it 

is putting ideology first and children second with its plans to impose a 

new rule book on all schools. ... It is also planning to scrap the free 

schools programme, freeze the academies programme, and take 

powers from heads and hand them to local councillors and ministers 

instead. (DML 8 Oct 2018) 

The return to political attacks and political representations became more 

common place. An attempt to distract their audience from the bigger issues 

dominating the news agenda, fraud and finances. In what I would argue was 

a deliberate attempt to silence any discussions of these themes.  

 

(Headline – Labour MPs are urged to rebel over free schools)  

Damian Hinds has accused Labour of putting ideology before children 

over the party's plans to end the free schools programme. … The 

letter comes after Labour's education spokesman, Angela Rayner, 

said in September that Labour would immediately end the 

Government's academies and free schools programme. These 

schools are autonomous and answer directly to central government … 

Free schools, a flagship Tory scheme, have been popular with 

parents, as they can be set up by community groups to meet demand 

in local areas. (DML 8 Nov 2018) 
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In their defence of academies, the Mail promoted an educational 

commonsense that suggested there was nothing wrong with their vision of 

academies. The problems which academies had faced were a result of 

political influence, the extent to which the problems occurring in education 

are a result of external factors. Knowing that in popular media at the time 

there was a common representation of academisation as a profiting project 

for big businesses. It is therefore hard to ignore the fact that an attempt had 

to be made to try and change that narrative. As part of their promotion of 

freedom, there was a suggestion that all the successes of academisation 

were going to be taken away because of Labour. The Labour party, 

specifically Corbyn, did apparently not want to see children succeed. The 

problem with much of their framings was that it appears to be more of a 

deflection from actual reporting on the issues which were plaguing the 

academies sector.  

 

Although I mentioned the Mail marginalised themes relating to financial 

mismanagement, to be more specific there were no shared representations 

nor framings which in anyway suggested that academisation was to blame. 

In September 2018, in anticipation of the BBC’s Panorama broadcast, the 

DML started framing their response of a theme they had been avoiding all 

year. The story they told of MATs and finances, was not the same story 

shared in the liberalism of the Daily Mirror. What makes the DML’s framings 

problematic was the disconnect between the narrative and issues framed 

and their relationship with the wider culture of academisation.  
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An Academy chain has been accused of claiming £600,000 in 

taxpayers' money to rebuild schools - then pocketing the cash instead. 

The Bright Tribe Trust received public money for building work, 

lighting upgrades and fire safety improvements that were either not 

finished or never done, according to an investigation by BBC's 

Panorama. The alleged false claims for Government grants have 

raised questions about whether the funding of academies is 

transparent enough. (DML 10 Sept 2018) 

 

SIR Daniel Moynihan last year became Britain's first academy leader 

to earn more than £500,000. The Harris Federation chief executive's 

salary rose from at least £420,000 in 2015-16 to at least £440,000 in 

2016- 17. But last year, the federation's founder Lord Harris said he 

was a great man who had saved the public purse millions of pounds. 

Sir Daniel oversees 47 academies across London and the South East, 

all rated outstanding or good by Ofsted. (DML 10 Nov 2018) 

 

What I mean by disconnect was that unlike where narratives of freedom and 

standards were framed there was always a follow up in the way 

academisation was represented. A way of connecting their representations 

with an educational commonsense, a way of thinking about and making 

meaning from the narrative. This was missing when it came to MATs and 

finances. Although issues around financial governance was a big issue in 

popular media in 2018, the Mail still managed to put their own spin on the 
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problem. There was a lack of problematisation in excessive teacher pay. For 

example, the framing from 10 Nov 2018 demonstrates the style of 

representation which somehow justified why an individual academy head 

was being paid half-a-million pounds. The way this issue was framed - with 

the lack of problematisation - created a way of thinking which suggested that 

it made good sense that high achieving head teachers deserved to be paid 

more. It is the job of head teachers to ensure that their schools are the best 

they can be. When it comes to Ofsted inspections, all head teachers want to 

achieve the best possible outcome. The common sense narrative by the Mail 

seems to justify that good head teachers, at good schools, warrant high 

salaries.  

 

In deconstructing this further there are two messages for reader; first the 

notion of performance related pay that good teachers and head teachers 

deserve to be paid more than others. This aspect of the ‘good teacher’ while 

not explicitly stated is linked to already constructed narratives of performance 

and standards. The social values of academy schools have been normalised 

through sustained repetitive framings that academy schoolteachers, and 

head teachers, deserve more pay. The second notion is that the reason 

academy schools head teachers are being paid more than others is because 

they are doing a better job as such they are being paid more. However there 

is little evidence to show this was the case, and it was not evidenced through 

their reporting. Reporting in the Mirror and Panorama’s documentaries during 

this period highlighted how the higher pay of academy school staff was 

unwarranted.  
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The point of contention I have with framing the culture of academisation in a 

way that justifies governance issues in academies by selling a good sense 

narrative, is that the framings marginalise the successes of non-academy 

schools. But that is the point of representation. The editorialship of the Mail 

had not framed academies in such a way that it goes against their already 

established taken-for-granted assumption.  

 

As I move into the final year of the cultural framing of academisation in the 

public imagination for this research, there were more refined representations 

which fed into a wider educational commonsense which dominated the news 

agenda that academies were in trouble.  

 

10.3 Governance, finances, fraud and performance - 

academisation in the current age (2019)  

In continuing the framing that academisation was in trouble through 

representations of finances and MATs’ mismanagement of finances 

contributed to a wider hegemonic theme of governance. As a theme, 

governance fit within the Daily Mirror’s already established oppositional 

framing to the culture of academisation. Governance encapsulated episodic 

themes which focussed on the lack of accountability in academies, unfair 

admission policies, financial mismanagement, and a lack of transparency. 

These framings had come to dominate the news agenda, the social values of 

academy schools being put in the spotlight for the public to see. There was a 

struggle in the construction of meaning for readers. The Mail’s framings 
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becoming subordinated in comparison to the Mirror. Unlike the Mail, who did 

not include any counter framings to the growing narratives of financial 

mismanagement, the Mirror continued their sustained campaign of opposing 

academisation. The continuation that academisation was in trouble 

progressed the framing beyond localised discussion of academies. There 

was little inclusion of a narrative around the failure of individual academies, 

which had been seen in the educational commonsense in 2015 and 2017.  

 

ACADEMY school failures are damaging kids' education, the 

Government's spending watchdog warns. The Public Accounts 

Committee also claims some academy trusts have misused public 

money and paid excessive salaries. MPs highlighted the Durand 

Academy Trust in Lambeth, South London, where Sir Greg Martin got 

severance of £850,000 when he quit as head in 2015. (DMR 23 Jan 

2019) 

 

 

Academies and sixth form colleges can bid for a share of more than 

£400million to make school improvements. But they will need to prove 

they have clamped down on excessive executive salaries and have 

good financial management. It follows growing criticism of high wages 

paid by some Academy trusts. They can use the money to expand 

classrooms and upgrade their facilities. (DMR 28 Oct 2019) 
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In creating meaning about the culture of academisation in everyday life, the 

Mirror excluded the successes of non-academy schools. There were no 

comparisons made which might in anyway suggest that local authority 

maintained schools were in any way failing. In decoding the representations, 

there was no alternative meanings available other than the problematisation 

of academisation. I can understand from the perspective of an editor and 

journalist that it is not always necessary to provide additional information 

which does not fit within the framing of a story. The scope of an article has its 

limitation and boundaries, as such the exclusion of information changes the 

way it is read by audiences. What is missing reveals more about a story then 

what is present. A choice was made to frame finances in a such a way that it 

told a story about the excessive expenditure of academy trusts. That was a 

choice which a journalist and an editor would have made, and in so doing 

they restricted the flow of information around a wider issue of schools and 

educational governance. The narratives showing troubling times for 

academisation came about through an educational commonsense that 

existed in 2018.  

 

As a theme, governance capitalised on residual representations which 

already existed in the Mirror’s cultural framing. As the issues of financial 

governance, and wider problems with governance in academies, became 

part of the news agenda in 2019, these residual representations became 

dominant. Themes of academisation have contributed to developing a culture 

of academisation, and as this culture has developed it has established itself 
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through themes which have become grounded in ways of thinking about 

academies in the culture of everyday life. 

 

10.3.1 Establishing doubt: the academies scandal 

As a theme, the governance of academisation found its way into another 

Panorama exposé just a year after their damning investigation into the 

financial mismanagement within MATs. The BBC’s framing of governance 

once again shared some similar themes and representations of 

academisation found in the Daily Mirror. It seems certainly that their framing 

of academisation, and the educational policies relating to the academies 

programme, have followed liberal framing ideologies. Having said that, the 

framing by the BBC and Panorama had left some questions unanswered and 

excluded some knowledge.  

 

In revisiting the perceived problem of academy chains and academy trusts, 

Panorama created a new angle that there was a lack in government 

oversight. Their focus on finances, specifically corruption rather than 

mismanagement, contributed to the liberal, left-wing political representations 

that academies were somehow in a deep state of trouble. In framing the 

debate their investigation focussed and challenged two academy trusts. This 

became part of their wider narrative on the failures of government-approved 

contractors who run academy schools. 

 

Language is an inescapable part of representation and culture. Longhurst et 

al (2008) argued that in the study of representation, it is through “language 
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and communication that we define and shape our social and cultural world” 

and that representation is a part of the processes through which we come to 

develop shared meaning (Longhurst et al 2008: 42). In the study of culture, 

Hall (2013) argued that representation “connects meaning and language to 

culture” (Hall 2013: 1). The language mobilised by Panorama developed a 

new frame in the ongoing educational commonsense that academisation was 

in trouble. 

 

[Presenter] On Panorama tonight a scandal in English schools. We 

investigate two academy trusts. [Teacher] I just want people to hear 

what happens in academies and the corruption that goes on behind 

those doors. [Presenter] We hear from two headteachers turned 

whistle blowers. [Head teacher] I can’t stay here and watch what they 

are doing to our school. [Presenter] We uncover evidence of 

organised cheating in exams. (Panorama 2019)  

 

The language played into similar us and them narratives of 2018, which 

attempted to mobilise an educational commonsense that big business was 

running schools for profit. Representations of accountability remained, with 

more emphasis on narratives around MATs wasting public money. 

Corruption and complicity became part of the dominating narrative. The 

episodic themes in the broadcast focused on the lack of accountability, lack 

of transparency, lack of standards, and, also, organised cheating in exams. 

These themes defined a certain way of thinking about what academisation 

meant. 
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[Presenter] Our evidence shows unpaid bills pilling up in TBAP 

schools, so the government is giving the trust a bailout of £1.6 million. 

It is not the only academy trust with financial problems, 1-in-20 are in 

deficit, that’s around 500 schools. (Panorama 2019) 

 

The way academy finances have been governed, is represented as corrupt, 

which becomes the dominant hegemonic code emerging from the Panorama 

discourse. Narratives of corruption also contributed to the ongoing 

educational commonsense through the notions of betrayal.  

 

The establishment of doubt and the constant mistrust of the MATs and 

academy chains was pervasive throughout. There was little contrast as to the 

failures of non-academy schools, these representations do not fit within the 

narrative of Panorama programming. Nor are the successes and 

achievements of academies brought into the debate, rather there is a 

constant attack on and demonisation of the culture of academisation through 

the fundamental policy of academy trusts. It is important to consider what 

has been excluded and marginalised in the way the culture of academisation 

has been framed, as it inevitably impacts the imagined agency that 

audiences have. In casting doubt on academisation and mistrust on the 

educational governance of academy trusts, it is clear how Panorama view 

the culture of academisation. 
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Making meaning through representations of the culture of academisation is 

the job of the journalist and producers. Panorama does this by defining what 

educational governance of academisation means, carried through the lens of 

finances. There are many representations and narratives present in the Daily 

Mirror and other areas of popular media which are not present in Panorama’s 

cultural framing. Excessive pay, unqualified teachers, lack of oversight, and 

the decline in standards are just a few. However, the conditions contributing 

to the production of Panorama’s cultural framing never failed to exclude the 

drama and nepotism. The whistle blowers, the undercover reporters, and the 

‘gotcha’ moments are relevant to the processes of framings and the 

subsequent way it is decoded. 

 

There was a particularly poignant moment whereby the problematising of the 

culture of academisation was mobilised through the human impact stories. It 

was not just children who suffered following an academy school conversion, 

it was also the teachers. In exemplifying this narrative Panorama explored 

Silver Birch Academy Trust, a small trust which ran 3 schools. The claims of 

bullying and nepotism from a whistle-blower created a way of thinking about 

the truth.  

 

[Presenter] Suzanne Barham (SB) was headteacher at one of the 

Trust’s schools until she resigned in 2017. [SB] The culture was that 

you did exactly what Mrs Davies wanted you to do, no questions 

asked. [Presenter] She says she left because she was bullied and 

undermined by Patricia Davies. [SB] You are in constant fear of losing 
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your job, knowing that there were members of Mrs Davies family 

working there … (Panorama 2019)  

 

Once again it is crucial to note that the truths audiences are told are the 

truths of individuals, those who have been wronged by the management, and 

those in positions of governance at an academy trust. I do not doubt the 

legitimacy of what this former headteacher and whistle-blower experienced 

while working at a Silver Birch Academy Trusts School. However I am 

cautious in accepting the representations as a whole world view, and that 

these practices are endemic. The representations of the humanised 

experience do exactly that though, they feed into the educational 

commonsense: that the culture of academisation is damaging and of 

detriment to not only children but also the staff.  

 

Panorama, just like the Daily Mirror, demonstrated a way of thinking about 

what the culture of academisation meant in everyday life. Their framing 

mobilised a narrative that academies were in trouble, but without offering any 

kind of solution or vision for what the future holds for academies. This is what 

made the representations in 2018 and 2019 comparably different: there were 

no future framings, except to highlight the disastrous path that academies 

have been on - and without intervention they will continue to be on. However, 

just like with all representations there is always another way of thinking and 

perceiving the state of academisation. As I continue my discussion on the 

culture framing of academisation in the public imagination, I offer a different 
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perspective of academisation which was mobilised through the 

Conservativism of the Daily Mail. 

 

10.3.2 Offsetting governance with performance  

The narrative which dominated popular media’s framing in 2018 and 2019 

was that academisation was in trouble: there was no escaping the scandals, 

the doubts, and the problems which received widespread media attention. 

However, just like in 2018, whereby the Daily Mail was able to positively 

frame academisation, through the exclusion of frames of finance, an 

alternative way of thinking occurred again. Gone were the thematic 

representations of freedom and standards, to be replaced by representations 

of performance. In response to the news stories that the academies were in 

financial trouble, performance emerged as a dominant hegemonic code 

which mobilised the Mail’s educational commonsense that attempted to 

offset the negative narrative around the failures in the governance of 

academies.  

 

Episodic themes developed narratives that academies outperformed state 

schools, academy school pupils achieved better exam results, academies 

were successful in deprived areas, and even that academies were better 

than private schools. As a theme, ‘performance’ existed in the history of the 

culture of academisation, with some of the same episodic themes present in 

the reporting. It is questionable why DML re-developed and reintroduced 

performance again into the news cycle, although contrasting representations 
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of performance with representations that academisation was in trouble, it is 

understandable why this theme emerged.  

 

(Headline – We can’t let Labour wreck my years of work on schools) 

… In the stroke of a pen, Labour threatened to wreck more than two 

decades of work Lord Harris had put in to building up a fleet of Harris 

Academy schools in some of London’s poorest boroughs. Academies 

are privately run schools which get their funding from the Government, 

but are run by a trust. That means they have more control over the 

curriculum, term times and can set their own pay for staff… Taking 

academies and free schools back is the most disappointing thing of 

all, said Lord Harris, 77. His Harris Academies now teach 35,000 

pupils largely in deprived London boroughs. (DML 24 Nov 2019) 

 

As a theme, performance created another way of challenging the negative 

representations which existed in popular media at the time. It was not just 

how academisation was framed that brought new representations into the 

culture of everyday life. It was also how academisation was not framed and 

excluded from the education debate that created a way of thinking which is 

also important.  

 

(Headline – Socialist Eton’s Splashes £15K on Posh Paint)  

A state school known as the socialist Eton is living up to good old Left-

wing principles. In this case, having spent £15,000 on luxury Farrow & 

Ball paint, it seems Holland Park School is showing that nothing is too 



442 | P a g e  
 

good for the workers - and, indeed, the pupils. Now it faces a 

Government investigation after it splashed out on the £62-a-pot brand 

while the national education budget is being squeezed. Holland Park 

won its nickname by being the choice of rich socialists who avoid 

sending their children to private school because of their principles. 

(DML 23 March 2019) 

 

A CORBYNITE councillor who has slammed the privatisation of 

schools sends his daughter to the most expensive private girls' school 

in Britain. Nick Childs faced accusations of hypocrisy yesterday after it 

was revealed he has a daughter who attends Roedean School, where 

fees are up to nearly £40,000 a year … He is an outspoken critic of 

the turning of publicly owned state schools into academies, and has 

criticised what he calls the fetish for privatisation at the Department for 

Education. He has also spoken of his socialist vision for education in 

the city. (DML 13 July 2019) 

 

Private school A-level results are at their lowest in almost a decade 

and the advantage they enjoy over state schools is lessening. Data 

from the Independent Schools Council (ISC) shows the proportion of 

A* grades awarded to their pupils has fallen to below 2010 levels, 

when the grade was introduced. And the proportion of entries 

awarded either A or A* has tumbled to lower than it was a decade 

ago. The gap between private school results and the country as a 

whole is at its narrowest since at least 2010. (DML 24 Aug 2019) 
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It is through framing an alternative to academies that common sense 

representations have been developed. The Mail developed meanings which 

attempted to demonstrate that there are problems within the non-academy 

sector. Their disdain for Jeremy Corbyn and the Labour party goes beyond 

framing education and into their everyday framing of politics and Labour 

policies in general. Although the representations made by DML were 

presented as a ‘common sense’ way of thinking about academies and the 

policies of academisation, the dominant and episodic themes identified within 

DML’s reporting are just one set of representations of academisation, and 

only one way of understanding the culture of academisation.  

 

10.4 Conclusion 

The cultural framings of academisation which occurred throughout much of 

2018 and 2019 mobilised new ways of thinking about, and understanding, 

academies, their successes, and failures. There was a trend in the way the 

culture of academisation was represented by the Daily Mail. In the face of 

opposition to academisation centring around the problems of financial 

governance within academy trusts, the Mail relied on the trust they have built 

with audiences to accept the framing as an accurate depiction and portrayal 

of what academies are doing. However, as it was highlighted in other cultural 

framings in previous years, the representations offer only one version of the 

truth. The narratives and educational commonsense mobilised by the Daily 

Mail, from an ideologically liberal standpoint, show a clear defence of 

academisation. The financial insecurities which were widely framed by the 
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left were not part of the way the Mail wanted the culture of academisation to 

be known.  

 

The troubling times ahead, which has framed the wider discussion of this 

chapter, was part of the wider educational commonsense in popular media. 

The transition from framing the future, which saw popular media’s liberalism 

vocally oppose the culture of academisation, towards framing the troubles in 

academisation is significant. What the culture of academisation meant 

became more of a discussion on the inherent problems in the privatisation of 

public services and the privatisation of public money.  

 

The differences between the available representations presents a dilemma in 

the way the culture of academisation can be understood. Audiences who are 

ideologically aligned on the right, and politically affiliated with Conservative 

party policy, find more solace in knowing that academisation has thrived in 

the face of opposition from Corbyn’s education policies. At the opposite end 

of the political and ideological spectrum, alternative narratives and 

representations offer a different way of thinking about what academisation 

means. The truth audiences accept will be determined by their own 

ideologies. In decoding the culture of academisation, popular media are 

responsible for the stories they have told, not only about what academisation 

means, but also what it does not mean in the culture of everyday life.  
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Chapter 11 Conclusions  
 

Newspapers’ styles, identities, are chosen and maintained with continual 

reference to some notion of who their readers are, what they will understand, 

what their social position is, what is their state on knowledge, and so on. 

Newspapers must continually situate themselves within the assumed 

knowledge and interests of their readership, consciously or unconsciously 

adopt modes and strategies of address: they must ‘take the attitude of their 

significant others’, their ‘imaginary interlocutors’, in order to communicate 

effectively in any particular case about any particular person or event.  (Hall 

1975: 22)  

 

11.1 Introduction  

The overall objective of this thesis was to gain an understanding of the 

contribution popular media has made over the last decade on the ways in 

which the culture of academisation has been framed in the public 

imagination. This study has identified some of the themes, representations, 

structures and assumptions in the way popular media has framed 

academisation.  In the following sections I begin by discussing the summary 

of findings of this thesis. This has been organised into the three sections. 

Following this I move onto dealing with the limitations of the thesis with some 

discussion on the methodological implications. Finally, I move on to 

describing how this research can be taken further.  
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11.2 Cultural framing of academisation 

Stuarts Hall’s (1975) thoughts about the role of newspapers in post war 

Britain provided an entry point into the study of how the popular press 

interprets social change to its readers. Although Hall’s thoughts came during 

a period where the study of the media was still an emerging practice, his 

ideas on the role of newspapers as a form of popular press can be 

broadened to extend beyond just newspapers. Although newspapers were 

the largest form of popular mass media at the time, as technology developed 

there are more avenues for the study of popular press and popular media. I 

explored the cultural framing of academisation through popular media 

representations. I echo some of Hall’s thoughts on the ways of thinking about 

the production of the culture of academisation through the way newspapers 

(specifically the Daily Mail and the Daily Mirror, as representative of right 

wing and ‘left wing’ papers) and other forms of popular media have had to 

continually situate themselves within the assumed knowledge and interests 

of their readership.  

 

The difference in the assumed knowledge of popular medias’ readership is 

important. This thesis has revealed that the themes and representations of 

academisation have contributed to development of an educational 

commonsense way of thinking about the culture of academisation in 

everyday life. Commonsense narratives constructed for readers by the media 

revealed the imagined social values of what academy schools stood for. This 

raised an important question of whose common sense was being 

constructed. While parents were a main focus of print media’s framings, 
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during election periods and political scandals, the imagined audience 

extended to the wider public. In a similar vein to the Trojan Horse affair’s 

framing, this was not just an educational issue anymore. What it meant to 

educate, and the primary function of schooling, were brought into questions 

through the cultural texts available to audiences. Where producers of cultural 

texts have the freedom to write as much as they like with little editorial 

restriction (for example the online media of Schools Week or YouTube), 

there is a diverse offering of ideas, perspectives and topics, and therefore 

more episodic themes occur. Because of the diverse range of episodic 

themes there are fewer dominant hegemonic themes. 

 

Where we might expect more editorial restriction, for example at newspapers 

with relatively consistent readerships, there is less of a range of episodic 

themes (and hence more dominant themes). There is also greater restriction 

in newspapers because of the physical limitations of column inch space. As a 

result, editors must choose carefully which articles make the final cut, and 

not every potential story on academies will make it. This is why it is perhaps 

clearer to see themes come through in print media, and relate them to the 

political trends of the time - e.g. election periods. 

 

Broadcast media is perhaps the most restrictive of all. There are many 

potential television viewers, especially on nationally available channels such 

as BBC1 and Channel 4. With more potential scrutiny, there is perhaps more 

editorial restriction. There are more financial implications involved in making 

broadcast packages - it costs money to hire equipment, travel and pay staff 
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to produce, edit, and publish each broadcast package. Time is another factor 

in what is broadcast. Whether it is part of a new broadcast or a standalone 

documentary, there are tight restrictions in the daily scheduling. Producers 

must be very specific when deciding what to include when discussing 

academies. It isn’t surprising, then, that many of the packages on academies 

feature finance as their dominant theme.  

 

When thinking about the cultural framing of academisation in the public 

imagination, the analysis undertaken throughout the research suggests that - 

at a macro perspective - the dominant theme of finance (including episodic 

themes of fraud, corruption within academy chains and financial 

mismanagement) is the one that reaches the most people, via television 

broadcast packages, and is included in other popular media spheres. As 

editorial and practical restrictions narrow, the themes of academies being 

reported became more varied, including finance, but also include themes 

such as standards, freedom, regulation/deregulation and accountability. 

Where there are very few restrictions, which is the case with social media 

platforms such as YouTube, themes are varied even further, and as the 

amount of content increases it becomes more difficult to see any major 

dominant themes at all. 

 

In exploring themes of academisation in popular media I have not attempted 

to answer the question of whether academisation is right or wrong, good or 

bad, legal or illegal. Although, through popular media’s framing of the 

academies programme, many of these questions on the ethics of academies 
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were answered through the lens of their audiences. Notions of if 

academisation were good or bad, and right or wrong, depended on the 

political and ideological editorialships of the news organisation framing the 

debates. Themes of performance, freedom, and standards dominated the 

common senses constructed for parents, teachers, and the public which 

argued that academy school were operating in the public interest. Improving 

education for all was the aim thus making it the good and right choice for the 

progression of education. Something which was sympathetic to Conservative 

ideologies and politics. Whereas the lack of accountability, deregulation, 

governance, and financial misconduct dominated the news agenda and 

reporting on the left in the media sympathetic to Labour’s vision of education. 

It was never a case that one theme would dominate the media agenda 

during any given period leading to an opposing theme being subordinated. 

Rather, there were always competing themes present in the reporting of 

academisation. This competition created a struggle in the framing of the 

social values of academy schools, but also more widely in educational 

landscape. What I can say with certainty is that there is no one definite truth 

about academies, nor is there an exact way of understanding academisation. 

In the history of the culture, themes have shown how much change has 

occurred within the reporting of the academies programme.  

 

Freedom, standards, performance, and finances are four the largest themes 

which persisted over the last 10-years. These themes have been 

represented as key issues and in election years they have become part of 

the battle ground in the educational landscape. In the history of the cultural 
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framing of academisation, the representations which are available have 

contributed to the development of educational commonsenses. I use the 

pluralised term here because there has always been more than one 

educational commonsense available for audiences. In any given year, 

popular media has offered audiences various way of thinking about what 

academisation means. 

 

11.3 Academisation and the development of an 

educational commonsense 

The representations mobilised by popular media through the cultural framing 

of academisation have defined the conditions and boundaries through which 

an educational commonsense has been realised. The validity of 

academisation has been presented as a questionable choice for audiences 

through an educational commonsense that has attempted to justify its 

rationalities. There are core sets of assumptions about popular media’s 

readership which have come to form part of the ways through which 

academisation has been represented. Moreover, there are differing 

educational commonsenses which can be characterised through the 

narratives, themes, and representations that have been present in popular 

media over the last decades framing of academisation.  

 

In characterising the educational commonsense of the left, which has been 

present in liberalism of The Daily Mirror over the last 10-years, there has 

been a sustained rejection of and opposition to academies, academisation, 

and the Government’s reforms to make forced academisation easier. The 
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core assumption at the heart of the Mirror’s educational commonsense plays 

on the imagined knowledge of their readership. In framing the culture of 

academisation the Daily Mirror set about redefining the meaning of 

academisation for their audience. It was no longer a Labour policy about 

supporting the working class and the working poor; the culture of 

academisation meant big business, inequality, and forced conversion. The 

Mirror’s framing presented a narrative which created an imagined fear and 

panic which, at times, almost seemed real. 

 

There have been educational commonsenses which have prevailed and 

developed during different periods over the last 10-years of the popular 

media cultural framing of academisation, which I discuss in the next section 

11.4. However, there are still some core assumptions which can be used to 

characterise the dominant hegemonic educational commonsense. In the 

Daily Mirror since 2010 when City Academies underwent a massive 

Conservative rebranding which stripped away Labour’s heritage, the 

assumptions embedded in the representation mobilised a narrative that 

academisation is not for the ordinary family. Academisation favours the 

middle class, and the promise of freedom and performance are a pretence to 

strip schools from local authority control and sell off education. The argument 

which has continually been at the heart of the Mirror’s educational 

commonsense over the last decade centres around the idea of choice. The 

Mirror’s representations played on the fact that the academies programme 

was to sell of schools and school services a policy, which was having a 

detrimental impact on the education of children. In constructing an 
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educational commonsense the Mirror provides audiences with a choice, the 

most basic choice which is to read their newspaper. The Mirror has given 

audiences a way to think about and how to make sense of academisation 

and it has been done through their story telling and representations of a 

system which suggests that all academies are being run for profit by 

corporate sponsors.  

 

The total effect is that the Mirror has presented one way of thinking about the 

truth behind the culture of academisation. In contrast to this liberal, left-wing, 

ideological determination, The Daily Mail presented an alternative a 

trajectory one of promise. Freedom has long been part of the core value of 

the Daily Mail’s educational commonsense and it is part of their taken-for-

granted way of thinking, which is part of the ideology of the Conservatives. 

The Mail plainly advised its reader to support academisation no matter what. 

Even in the wake of the Trojan Horse scandal which shook the academies 

programme, and challenged the fundamental way educational services are 

administered, there was still a resounding narrative that academisation is a 

success and now more than ever needs to be supported. Freedom was the 

dominant hegemonic commonsense way of thinking about academisation. It 

offered readers a choice, it mobilised a way of thinking which suggested the 

benefits of academy conversion. Freedom promised a better standard of 

education, an improvement in school performance, and the ability to take 

control of educational governance. Freedom is presented as a choice which 

enables parents and community to provide a higher standard of education by 

breaking free from local control. It is a choice that promises to provide the 
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cultural and social capital for those that do not already have it. As an 

example of conservative right-wing ideology,  the Daily Mail has been able to 

achieve, through their cultural framing of academisation, the idea that 

academisation and the privatisation of schools, through Multi Academy 

Trusts, are a necessary part of the new educational landscape. 

 

There is an educational commonsense in the Mail and Mirror. They provide 

ways of thinking about what academisation means. Their differences are 

ideological and political, but what my analysis offers is a perspective into a 

way of thinking about how academisation entered the culture of everyday life. 

The cultural framings which have existed in newspapers has been a result of 

carefully crafted stories, which have been tailored towards the assumed 

knowledge and interests of their readership. This is why YouTube as a social 

and digital platform offered a different way of interacting which the culture of 

academisation. 

 

YouTube, as an online space for sharing visual texts, is not bound by the 

same editorial constrictions which can be found in more traditional news 

platforms. For example, whereas newspapers and online news outlets, such 

as Schools Week, have tight editorial guidelines and are run on a for-

business model, YouTube is afforded a more creative license in what they 

can publish. This is why there is so much more diversity in the way the 

culture of academisation has been framed. What YouTube offers is a more 

sophisticated means for delivering the cultural framing of academisation. 

Over the last 10-years YouTube has been capitalised by groups and 
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organisations who have a vested interest in affirming the positive message of 

academisation. Organisation such as the DfE, New Schools Network, and 

news channels, as well as groups such as Multi Academy Trusts and 

individual schools hoping to promote their schools and a vision of voluntary 

academy conversion.  

 

“Generally speaking, people invoke common sense as sound practical 

judgment that is independent of specialised knowledge or training. 

Sometimes we refer to common sense as ‘normal native intelligence’” 

(Torres 2011: 181). The framing of academisation has resulted in the 

emergence of an educational commonsense. It is an idea and way of 

thinking about education and educational services which have penetrated 

society and have slowly altered what is accepted as commonsense. The 

educational commonsense of the culture of academisation, certainly over the 

last 10-years but even further back, prior to the Conservatives inheriting the 

programme, has becomes normalised and ‘naturalised’ in our everyday life, it 

exists whether we as individuals choose to interact with it or not.  

 

“Common sense is a generalised truth about something; it is the normal way 

to do things, the normal way of becoming human beings” (Torres 2011: 181). 

The normality of academisation has formed culturally shared understanding 

and values which have been embedded popular media representations. 

Popular media has played a role in encoding the culture of academisation, 

which means the educational commonsense which one audience might hold 

to be true is not the same common sense for others.   
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11.4 Academisation 2010 – 2020: A decade long 

educational experiment  

There is no doubt that since the Conservatives took over the City Academies 

progamme, which Labour built during the 90’s, there has been a shift in not 

only the policy but also the way the culture of academisation has become 

realised. The legacy of academisation is still an ongoing process. It is 

ongoing because not only does the policy of academisation still exist, but it is 

still active. Gavin Williamson, the Secretary of State for Education in 2020, 

promised to extend the reach of academisation and promised to revive the 

drive for new academy schools. Gavin Williamson’s drive for new academy 

schools was announced before the Coronavirus pandemic. This stance and 

position did not change during the pandemic, rather academy school 

conversation was accelerated during the pandemic.  

The pandemic brought about new emergency legislation in the form of the 

Coronavirus Act 2020. As part of the government’s new legislation, new sets 

of educational guidelines published on all areas of school governance, for 

which academisation and academy conversion was explicitly referenced. 

According to the government academy conversation would still going ahead, 

and that any schools wising to convert to an academy would still be allowed. 

The DfE explicitly made their position clear on academy school conversion, 

both forced and voluntary:  

 

We have already supported schools who wanted to convert to academy 

status on 1 April and 1 May to do so. DfE will continue to do this for 
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future months on a case-by-case basis - such as to provide certainty 

and clarity to all school staff about their employment status. Those that 

do not proceed during this period are not cancelled, and processes will 

resume as soon as practical. During this period electronic signatures 

will be accepted from schools and trusts, and, if needed, legal 

documents will be signed in counterpart to facilitate projects moving 

forward. (DfE 2020) 

 

The dangerous precedent set by the continued academisation during the 

pandemic resulted in more local authority resources being stretched thinner 

than before. The Local Government Association (LGA) described how during 

the time of Covid-19 pandemic “council time is having to be spent on 594 

academy conversions in the pipeline, which involve the transfer of staff, 

assets, including land and property, and financial agreements” (LGA April 

2020). Even during the period of a global pandemic there was no slowing 

academisation. 

 

As I look back at the changes which have occurred over the last decade, 

there have been some notable and significant changes in the way the culture 

of academisation has been framed in the public imagination. 

 

The Mirror’s portrayal of academisation created the idea that its readership 

and audience were vulnerable to education reform. The representation of 

human-interest stories and ‘real life’ events in the reporting of localised 

action at individual schools, were the effects of academisation on ordinary 
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people. The educational commonsense found in the Mirror was responding 

to events in the educational and political sphere. It was framing a reaction to 

the way academisation was progressing, but I believe it was also reactionary 

to the alternative representatives available in popular media. What the Mirror 

had to offer was different to its rivals and competitors, it had its own unique 

style and way of framing which made it attractive to its audience. In contrast 

the Mail offered its readership a vision for the future of education which 

offered hope as a new model for restricting educational provisions at a local 

level. 

 

Prior to the Trojan Horse scandal and its introduction to the public sphere, 

there was a sustained period when popular media normalised the narrative 

of academisation. The normalisation did not play on fear, it played on 

common sense. The culture of academisation was not about what a school 

being good or bad, nor was it about Ofsted grades; the culture of 

academisation was about the fundamental change to the way of thinking 

about how educational governance is administered.  

 

In the history of the culture of academisation, there have been many 

dominant hegemonic themes which have supported different ways of thinking 

about what academisation means. However, there are some critical 

differences between the policies of academisation and the representations of 

academisation. The evolution of academy chains into Multi Academy Trusts 

brought a new language and a new way of thinking about the privatisation of 

educational services. The sponsorship model, which was ingrained in 
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education policies of the Academies Act 2010, enabled more businesses and 

local groups to take control in the running of education. There has not been 

much framing of the policy of the sponsorship model, outside acknowledging 

the chain and trust model. It is a policy which enabled businesses to run 

schools through what is effectively a public private partnership model.  

 

The government’s Ofsted reforms which some have argued - Smith and 

Abbott (2014), Fazackerley et al (2010) - gave central government drastically 

more power to force academisation on, so called, underperforming schools, 

as well as disproportionately favouring new academy schools were notably 

excluded from popular media cultural framings of academisation. These 

reforms were carried out by Conservative led Coalition government. 

However, they did not receive the same media scrutiny that other policies of 

academisation had. Similarly, there was a sustained lack of reporting around 

inclusion and academisation. It was only the Mirror, Schools Week, and The 

Canary that occasionally took the time to frame opinion pieces and human-

interest stories around these issues. Curiously though, what is clear from 

popular media cultural framing of academisation in the public imagination, 

was how disproportionate the framings of certain issues were in particular 

stories that affected ordinary people who make up their readerships. Issues 

around admission, curriculum, standards, and performance are all issues 

which the majority of audiences can relate to.  

 

A dangerous precedent has been set because of popular media cultural 

framing of academisation. The exclusion and marginalisation of themes and 
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representations has created different way of thinking the impacts of 

academisation in everyday life. Now more than ever can this be seen. In 

2020 during the coronavirus pandemic, where education services were 

restricted and there was the need to transfer teaching support online, there 

was no debate or narrative on the wilful lack of provision for children with 

SEND. It has been through social media platforms such as Twitter and 

Facebook that the impact of the culture of academisation during Covid has 

been told and heard more so than through traditional popular media. 

 

11.5 Limitations 

This thesis used a spectrum of popular media publications to explore the 

cultural framings of academisation through popular media representations. 

Whilst I conducted my analysis with rigour and the upmost precision, the 

results should still be read with some consideration. 

 

Firstly, this thesis was situated methodologically and epistemologically within 

a post- structuralist paradigm.  As such caution should be given that my 

interpretation and analysis is subjective. Whilst I conducted my research 

through a cultural studies lens, through conceptual and theoretical 

approaches to the study of culture and representations, there is an element 

whereby another researcher, who is not journalist nor an individual who 

found the framing of the Trojan Horse scandal to be hostile, might develop a 

different analysis and interpretation. I am confident, and can say with 

certainty, that the educational commonsenses which have pervaded popular 
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media over the last decade are a result of core sets of assumption about its 

readers.  

 

Secondly, while I have chosen platforms across popular media, based on 

different political and ideological readerships, it is still important to consider 

that there are still many more platforms which I did not analyse. While I have 

accounted for my choice of platforms in Chapter 5,and outlined the rationale 

for this, it is still important to note that there were more newspapers and 

online newspapers which had more extreme political biases. In the axis of 

news, I balanced the readership and circulation figures of news platforms 

against their political readerships. I am sure a similar analysis of the cultural 

framing of academisation in The Daily Express for example would have 

generated a different educational commonsense, as their framings are 

politically further right than The Daily Mail. 

 

11.6 Areas for future research 

What this research has demonstrated, is that there is a need for further study 

of academisation through a cultural studies lens. This thesis contained itself 

to studying the cultural framing of academisation in its most modern iteration, 

since 2010 onwards. The rationale for this is because as a political project I 

was interested in exploring the academies programme, and academy 

schools, under a Conservative directorship. The introduction of the 

Academies Act 2010 brought about a new way of thinking about the social 

values of education. Social values which came to include new framings of 

freedom, standards, and performance as part of the rhetoric of how 
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education should be administered. These social values shaping a new way 

of thinking for parents, teachers, and wider audiences on what education, 

and crucially academies, stood for. Starting the analysis of popular media 

reporting in 2010 allowed this research to explore the framings, narrative, 

and representations of a radical education reform. The first area for future 

research would be to explore the cultural framing of academisation as how it 

has been represented by popular media when it existed under Tony Blair’s 

Labour government. The purpose of this proposed research would be to 

explore how the cultural framing of academisation has developed over time. 

The first part of this research would start its analysis in 2001, four-years after 

Blair’s Labour government came to power. It was in 2001 that Blair gave his 

famous Education, Education, Education speech. It was here that Blair 

publicly stated he wanted to overcome decades of neglect and make Britain 

a learning society. It was after this commitment that in 2002 the first city 

academy was born. Exploring the policies and practices of academies Blair 

introduced would reveal the political background to the academies project. 

The second part of this further research would explore  the contribution of 

popular medias’ framing in how audiences made sense of the academies 

programme. 

 

The second area which would benefit from further research, would be an in-

depth analysis of local media response to the Trojan Horse scandal in 2014 

and the cultural framing which emerged as a result of this affair. In this 

research I analysed and discussed the representations and educational 

commonsense which were mobilised by popular media of the Trojan Horse 



462 | P a g e  
 

affair. However, due to the volume and parameters of the study I chose not 

to include an analysis of the framing in local newspapers, or local responses 

on Twitter or Facebook, which would be of benefit in future research on this 

subject area. Exploring local news in Birmingham, in newspapers such as 

The Birmingham Daily News, Birmingham Gazette, and Birmingham Post 

would offer an insight into the localised media response. It would be 

beneficial to understand the differences between local and national news 

framings throughout this highly politicised event. Further research in these 

two areas would generate knowledge in the field as this area of study is 

under researched.  

 

11.7 Recommendations  

 

Since 2010, the media presented ways of thinking which constantly debated 

if academy schools are good or bad; right or wrong; and legal or illegal. 

These way of thinking about academisation, and academy schools, have 

been dependant on the media organisations framing these debate for their 

audiences. Political and ideological discords have influenced how the 

academy schools project has been framed for audiences by popular media. 

Personally, I do not agree with practices of mass academisation, nor the 

subsequent governance structures which proceed academisation.  As 

educational researcher, the academies programme still has problems which 

have not been resolved since its introduction in 2010. The government 

attempted to make education ‘better’ by allowing schools that converted to 

academy status. They allowed converter schools to take more control of their 
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governance structures, which has facilitated educational inequality. The 

creation of a two-tier education system is of detriment to all children currently 

within the education system. One recommendation emerging from this 

research, which would be of benefit for all children in the current education 

system, is to extend the same policies which academy schools have with 

non-academy academy schools. The supposed ‘freedoms’ that academy 

schools benefit from should be available for all schools and not just those 

with academy status. 

 

A second recommendation emerging from this research relates to the 

practices in, and around, academy schools. As I discussed earlier in Chapter 

2 and Chapter 9, there is a difference between the regulation and oversight 

between academy and non-academy-maintained schools. The lack of 

scrutiny in how academy schools operate, especially the involvement of 

MATs and their funding model, is an area which needs significant 

development. Improving an oversight model which integrates local authority 

involvement, rather than currently being independent from local authorities. 

Academy schools are still inspected in the same way as local authority-

maintained schools, through the government inspectorate Ofsted. While 

Ofsted’s function is to inspect schools, there do not function to regulate or 

oversee the inner workings of schools. However, Ofsted is not enough, 

moving a layer of oversight so that academy schools have set their own 

curriculum for example, has consequences. In an effort to highlight some of 

the potential barriers which have historically existed in the academies 
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programme, there is a hope that these recommendations will facilitate a 

conversation that will allow all schools to improve for all children. 

 

11.8 Significance of the thesis  

This study provides an original analysis of academisation in the Cultural 

Studies of Education. What has made this research unique is its offering new 

ways of thinking about education and the contribution of popular media to the 

framing of academisation in everyday life. Additionally, this thesis provides 

new insights into the commonsense, or taken-for-granted assumption, which 

have been mobilised by popular media as part of their framing. Finally, I have 

been able to offer a perceive and new way of thinking about academisation 

in terms of an education commonsense. 

  

 There have been studies which have examined the academies programme 

and policies of academisation, my contribution to this body of literature has 

been to provide new understandings of academisation. I have demonstrated 

that the framings which existed in popular media over the last decade are 

political, and that the representations of what education is and how it has 

been delivered is a political issue which affects how audiences interpret 

education. 

  

Popular media, through representations of academisation, has mobilised 

educational commonsenses which at times have challenged the role of 

academies and processes of academisation in the culture of everyday life. 

This has happened in popular media on the right and the left; in broadcast; 
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print; online and on social media. Academisation has been the subject of 

different representations but there has been a common theme: the 

connection between education and the market. Selling off education, hiring 

non-qualified teachers, and more freedom in school governance have all 

been part of these narratives around the capitalisation of education. 

  

In exploring the cultural framing of academisation, I have been able to define 

the parameters of the everyday common sense. As I have discussed in 

chapter 2, there are many policies relating to the way academies operate, 

and it has been popular media that have selected individual policies and 

thematically framed them in a way that is appealing to audiences. Themes of 

standards, performance, freedom, finances, and governance have been part 

of the everyday narratives which popular media have normalised. 

  

Now more than ever, in 2021, this research into the cultural framing of 

academisation is significant. As the UK comes out of its Covid-19lockdown 

measures, new Conservative educational commonsense has sprung up 

justifying why there needs to be more academies and Multi Academy Trusts. 

Aligned with the Secretary of State’s narrative that Multi Academy Trusts 

have been invaluable in supporting children throughout the pandemic. This 

new educational commonsense is worrying as it has allowed for 

representations which existed in 2015 to become dominant. 

  

This research plays a significant role in informing the way select policies of 

academisation enters into the culture of everyday life.  As such various 
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stakeholder, academics, researchers, and educational professional can 

benefit from using study to inform their own approach of thinking about 

processes of academisation. 
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