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Introduction

The idea for this publication was formed during a dinner Wild Search hosted 
during 2016, addressed by one of  its contributors, Toby Salt. He covered a broad 
range of  themes, each of  which could have been the subject for a publication. This 
collection of  essays and interviews seeks to address a simple question: “How can 
educational standards be raised through providing a central services and leadership 
function?” The question has been addressed from a number of  perspectives and I 
would like to record thanks to all who have provided their own, often very personal, 
reflections on it, based on contrasting experiences and contexts.
 
The emergence of  multi-academy trusts has been a central theme in education policy 
in recent years. Considering the benefits which they can provide, whilst examining 
why some individual schools and academies which do not want to embrace the 
opportunity to join or form a MAT, is an important part of  the evolution of  
education in 21st century Britain. There remain fundamental challenges in respect 
of  attracting and retaining teachers and, critically, ensuring that there are sufficient 
outstanding leaders to make the transition from running an academy to leading a 
multi-academy trust. 
 
This publication does not seek to be the last word on the questions it seeks to 
address. There is not a collective view shared, although there are some common 
themes and shared perspectives: each author was invited to offer his or her own 
experiences and insights and to reflect on them for the benefit of  others. It 
includes contributions from a senior parliamentarian, three multi-academy trust 
chief  executives, two leaders of  education businesses and a Regional Schools 
Commissioner. The legal dimensions of  successfully establishing a MAT and the 
benefits of  robust assessment are critical components for success – both considered 
by experienced practitioners. Seasoned – and sometimes sceptical – perspectives 
of  a former editor of  the TES and THES adds to the discussion.

“To live is to change” wrote the 19th century priest and poet John Henry Newman 
“and to be perfect is to have changed often”: which seems apt when applied to 
education in 2017. Sharing Resources, Securing Success will, I hope, provide a timely and 
worthwhile contribution to the ongoing debates and discussions within the rapidly 
changing education sector. 
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This collection of  reflections express the views of  the authors and do not represent a corporate 
view of  either Wild Search or GL Assessment.

It has been a pleasure to bring together such a broad range of  successful and 
experienced leaders in their fields and I hope you will enjoy what they have written.

Edward Wild, February 2017 
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Process and Progress

Neil Carmichael MP

For five decades, several policy initiatives, including Tony Crosland’s circular 10/65 
(comprehensive schools), Jim Callaghan’s Ruskin College Speech, Ken Baker’s 
1988 Education Act, Tony Blair’s introduction of  academies and Michael Gove’s 
turbo-boost to the academies programme, have all amounted to incremental 
pushes against the local authority system. Today, local authorities are still in 
place but, in many cases, alongside multi-academy trusts (MATs) and, of  course, 
individual academies. This raises two salient policy issues; the future purpose in 
education of  the local authorities and the suitability of  MATs to be deliverers of  
state education. If  MATs are, ultimately, the answer, the still outstanding question 
of  their ‘supervision’ becomes absolutely critical.

Sir Michael Wilshaw, the former Chief  Inspector of  Schools, who has led the way 
in setting out the challenges in education to Government, set out the importance 
of  getting the growth of  Multi-academy trusts right in March last year.  In an 
advice note to the Secretary of  State he identified that many of  the trusts manifest 
the same weaknesses as the worst performing local authorities, and in his view, 
offered many of  the same excuses.

The Education Select Committee opened our inquiry into MATs to address this. 
The strap line for this work is, simply, ‘what does a good MAT look like?’ A 
straightforward question, definitely, but it has lots of  interlocking facets. 

Our Committee has heard from Regional School Commissioners, OFSTED and 
Lord Nash about they believe the characteristics of  high performing MATs are.   
Witnesses at our evidence sessions argued that MATs need regional structures 
and strong links with the local community. Schools which operate within close 
proximity to one another are best able to share resources and expertise and can 
most successfully take advantage of  being in a MAT. But a clearer focus is needed 
on both accountability and local engagement. MATs are still not sufficiently 
accountable to their local community and parents feel disconnected from decision 
making at their board level.  
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It hardly needs saying that MATs also need to demonstrate success in promoting 
school-led improvement – we ask no less of  local authorities. Likewise, OFSTED 
should be given the resources and skills to conduct full inspections of  trusts.

We hear a lot in the national press about some of  the well-known, larger trusts, 
linked with sponsors such as ARK and Harris. However, over half  of  MATs 
(over 500), currently have just one or two schools.  This suggests that ambitious 
approaches to expansion may well run ahead of  capacity.  The Government has 
thoughtfully recognised this and scaled back on its previous ambition to convert 
all schools to academy status by 2020.  

The Education Select Committee inquiry will seek to identify in its conclusions 
examples of  good practice and governance to allow MATs to prosper and contribute 
fully to addressing the challenge of  raising the attainment of  our poorest children.  

However, perhaps the biggest challenge of  all is the potential growth of  
“untouchable” schools judged as “inadequate” which trusts have refused to take 
on – particularly in the North and rural England, where our greatest educational 
challenge now lies.  The true test of  any deliverer of  state education (if  we are to 
ensure all our children have the skills and education to compete in the new “Brexit 
Britain”) will be improving these schools.
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Dame Rachel De Souza

Resources. It’s a dehumanising word, isn’t it? It’s an indistinct measure of  stuff, 
of  anything, that can be combined or split apart, re-parcelled towards the most 
efficient end. It’s the kind of  word that gets education campaigners up in arms, and 
sometimes rightly so. Where are the children in the conversations about funding 
agreements, rebrokering, and management structures?

At the Inspiration Trust, and at most other academy groups, our young children 
are exactly where they should be: at the forefront of  everyone’s minds. Our finance 
director looks at reserve percentages, at VAT returns, and all those other terms that 
make mere mortals glaze over but make accountants come alive – but he does so 
to ask how we can pay for a new library at one of  our primary schools, fund our 
longer school day with otherwise inaccessible sport and arts activities, or employ 
an army of  subject specialists to reinvigorate teaching across our Trust. They are 
a means, not an end.

We are at something of  a crossroads in education. We have been through the 
battles of  creating academies, but perhaps have not done enough to explain why. 
It is not because we love the legal structures of  multi-academy trusts. It is because 
too many schools had got stuck in a rut: talented teachers and leaders unable to 
break out of  the strangling structures of  local government. Too many children got 
held back by the same strictures.

Building a School Chain



Sharing Resources, Securing Success 9

Academies are not about recreating that. We have an approach that works 
at the Inspiration Trust – the Department for Education and the Education 
Policy Institute have both recognised us as the top performing schools group at 
secondary level in the country – but that doesn’t mean that everyone should copy 
our organogram. Learn from us by all means, but education should never be about 
creating automatons, whether in the classroom, the staffroom, or the boardroom.
Our efficient centralised structure for administering the nuts and bolts of  our 
schools has similar challenges and dilemmas to any large organisation: coming 
together allows fewer, better focused, people to deliver the same for less, but 
risks becoming detached from the front line. We combat that by staying fluid: 
our structures are not fixed and we have not been afraid to evolve as the situation 
demands. Short-term secondments sharpen our staff ’s skills and ensure a wide 
appreciation of  potentially competing concerns across the organisation: principals 
take on roles across the Trust, so there is less ‘us and them’ tension.

The concern I see in the months ahead is the potential for education to get stuck 
again on structures: whether that be grammar schools or the consolidation of  
academy trusts. It is a circle of  diminishing returns, when we need instead to be 
championing the opportunity for developing new ideas and approaches. We need 
to be happy that they will not be right for everyone – and in some cases may not 
succeed long term. We took a gamble opening the UK’s first maths and science 
specialist sixth form in Norwich. We were told it wasn’t needed, wouldn’t work, and 
to add to the madness decided that converting a historic city centre fire station to 
house it was the best idea. Today, the Sir Isaac Newton Sixth Form is flourishing: it 
is close to full, its academic results are excellent, and the building an architectural 
delight. That doesn’t mean everyone should open a specialist sixth form, but we 
should all be emboldened to embrace our passions, to learn from history not to 
repeat it but to challenge and improve it.
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It’s an approach that we are applying to the classroom. Our reward for working 
together is the ability to invest in pioneering the development of  a knowledge-rich 
curriculum. For those not familiar, in short this means acknowledging that to get 
on in the world our young people need a base of  core knowledge, that comes to 
their lips as naturally as playing Pokemon Go. It is not good enough – as some 
people say with a shrug of  their shoulders – that now you can look everything up 
on Google, that ready mental access to facts is redundant. You can’t have a fluid 
conversation in a foreign language by looking up every word in your phrase book; 
without a broad, shared, knowledge base we condemn our children to a Babel, 
where everything is a foreign language.

We are currently building a team of  teaching and subject experts to work across 
our schools to support, develop, and train our teachers to get the very best out of  
every child, and to embed the concept of  a knowledge-rich curriculum in every 
lesson. It will take a little time, it will be expensive, and it will need us to work 
together. But it doesn’t trouble our finance director any more than ensuring we 
pay the best price for our electricity bill, because he knows why we’re doing it and 
knows it is essential.

What we are sharing is not resources, but inspiration. And it is that which will 
secure success – not for us, but for our young people.
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Managing the Centre

Edward Wild in conversation with Mike Everett

As an experienced Chief  Operating Officer of  businesses in different sectors, perhaps you could 
share some insights into how you are securing and developing key staff  within Study Group.

We are a complex business with multiple campuses and a global sales operation 
which means we need a mix of  business and education expertise. We’ve made 
moves to strengthen both in the last couple of  years.  We’ve also spent time and 
effort identifying existing members of  staff  within our campuses who we believe 
have the potential to develop and take on more responsibility.  In my experience 
there is ‘un-tapped’ potential which if  we can identify and harness has a very 
powerful positive impact as it sends a very strong signal to the organisation that 
there is room to grow and also makes it clear the types of  attitudes and behaviours 
that we are trying to promote and that they get rewarded.

How does the division between the central functions and those at local/campus level work?

We are moving to a structure where the majority of  non-educational services are 
provided centrally, with our campuses then concentrating on delivering the best 
possible education for our students.  As a diverse group with twenty-one campuses 
in the UK and Europe, recruiting students from over 100 countries, (which itself  
is part of  our wider organisation with campuses in Australia, New Zealand and 
North America) we believe this is the most efficient structure. In the last couple 
of  years this process has involved the setting up of  a global admissions hub in 
Singapore.

To what extent have financial considerations led to an acceleration of  central services provision or 
have wider strategic factors been the driving factor?

The driver has been both efficiency and effectiveness – with the aim of  delivering 
a better service at a lower cost.
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As a COO you clearly bring wide experience of  leading and overseeing multi-site operations. 
What is the approach you take to ensure that each business unit functions most effectively?

In our structure we have clearly split the internal management of  the business (my 
role as COO) from the external management of  partners and stakeholders (the 
role of  our MD). We then have college principals and heads running our campuses.  
These campuses vary in size from under 100 students to 1,000.

The key challenge is to create a structure where our principals and campus heads 
feel, and act, empowered to drive the best possible outcomes for our students.  The 
reality is that this can be a real challenge with the perception by some individuals in 
our campuses that some centralised services are ‘bureaucratic’ and ‘cumbersome’. 
The key is to ensure that central services, and their teams, are as responsive to local 
needs as possible and that local campuses understand the value and importance 
of  being part of  a larger organisation.  The ‘mind-set’ of  leaders and their teams 
is crucial in this and we spend time trying to ensure that people understand the 
challenges that different parts of  the organisation have.

One area where we’ve made substantial progress in the last year is in compliance, 
where the value of  the outside expertise, through our Bellerbys College Advisory 
Board external members, has delivered substantial benefits for our four Bellerbys 
Colleges.  In our University Pathway business, our central Teaching and Learning 
team has provided huge value to each individual campus in preparation for their 
QAA audits. 

One of  the themes of  this report is collaboration and co-operation between similar organisations. 
Is Study Group happy to share best practice with other groups as part of  the process of  sharing?

We are very willing and keen to engage with other schools to learn and contribute 
to their thinking.  We are also developing mutually advantageous partnerships with 
local schools and universities.
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Building the Crown
Aatif  Hassan

Like many ‘edupreneurs’, the back story to forming an education group was hugely 
personal for me. Growing up with dyslexia, I had to find my own way to succeed 
and the encouragement and support of  both my family and school (St James 
Independent School, where I now serve as a governor) was crucial. I wanted to 
give others the chance to succeed against the odds and in the face of  obstacles. I 
had lost my mother at a young age and went on to lose my young first son. These 
losses, combined with involvement in a triple fatality car accident, meant the value 
of  life and its potential had a whole new meaning for me. Giving young people 
the confidence and self-esteem in a values-based education was what we set out to 
do. In simple terms, doing what we love and ensuring all around us had the same 
vision. Having this clarity of  vision was vital. The mechanics of  funding, business 
operations and finding great staff  who were aligned to this vision all seemed to 
fall into place. We used the analogy of  a house: without foundations of  the house, 
(in our case ‘our purpose’), which largely stay invisible and below the surface, the 
shape of  the building cannot be determined. The passion and excitement had to 
be communicated from the foundations. We wrote a culture book, Building The 
Crown. We invited staff  to a series of  dinners to reinforce the message. We also ran 
a number of  workshops in both the UK and abroad. Two examples include our 
senior leadership trips to Tuscany, to study Italian artistic 16th century Renaissance; 
and to the Normandy beaches, where examples of  many, many soldiers gave a 
whole new meaning to life. In Force for Good, the Dalai Lama says companies need 
compassion and moral dimension. Our job was ensure a dual purpose: maintaining 
business discipline and remaining true to our ideals.
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Our MD was the critical appointment. S/he was going to become custodian of  
the brand and its values. We took our time. We didn’t feel a traditional recruitment 
process would work for many reasons. I wanted to get closer to potential candidates 
and really understand personal motivations. Something deeper that was moving 
them. In the same way, I was driven to create something, I wanted someone 
who shared our educational passions. Working with Edward Wild, we needed to 
articulate not only the vision but the scale of  our ambition. Through a series of  
informal ‘coffee’ meetings, always in what was to become the MD’s office, as I 
wanted to imagine the candidate in situ, we met a number of  people from a variety 
of  backgrounds. Educational experience was helpful but not essential. Empathy, 
integrity, emotional intelligence and entrepreneurial flair for education were more 
important. Could they motivate head teachers? A shared vision and work-hard 
mentality was crucial. In the end, the stand out candidate interview was short, as 
after a few minutes it was abundantly clear there was a compelling match. Even 
more impressively, we had not even got to the notion of  money. We were always 
happy to pay above market rates for the right person, but we had both decided we 
were going to build something together and sorting technicalities out, was detail. 
(Important detail but not going to get in the way!) We then had a long and carefully 
planned induction programme, which allowed the MD to meet each member of  
the team both in a social and business setting. 
 
The essential ingredient that makes a great Chief  Executive is balance. An 
educational background brings significant depth of  knowledge of  the classroom 
and if  they have held many other roles in a school, it gives credibility to the team. 
However, that being said, a candidate from a non-educational background brings 
ideas from outside the sector and a perspective on how to do things differently. 
As Steve Jobs said, “think different” Typically for a business to succeed, it has to 
outperform its competition. Doing exactly the same as the competition does not 
help. Most of  the private sector providers are, interestingly, led by leaders from 
outside of  teaching. At the time of  writing, this is true for Cognita, Study Group, 
Minerva Education, Cambridge Education Group, Alpha Plus, Astrum Education, 
Wishford Schools, Inspired and ISP. 
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As well as a successful MD, there are certain strategic factors rather than financial 
circumstances which have led to an acceleration of  central services provision. 
Schools and colleges can operate like mini kingdoms. The head teacher is 
effectively the CEO of  their empire and to the customer, the key person.  And 
we have encouraged this. Our structure is fundamentally flat. Having worked with 
The British Army and PwC, we decided to do the opposite to them. We have a 
concept of  ‘board to floor in no more than four’. This means from the board of  
directors to the teachers on the ground, there is no more than four levels. For 
this to work, it requires a huge level of  trust. The central team see themselves as 
servants - we serve our schools. We do not see it as the schools report to us. Our 
role is to help the head teachers by removing obstacles to enable them to do what 
they do best and provide a steady platform from which to operate. The business 
of  education is the preserve of  the head teacher. However, finance, marketing, 
HR, compliance and property can be served with more senior resources and more 
effectively centrally. Whilst our evidence is that there are not necessarily huge cost 
synergies, it is more about getting the best people in the best roles. An individual 
school or college may not be able to afford an FCA with many years of  experience 
to do the finances whilst the group can easily manage and afford such resources. 
That being said, our model is effectively de-centralised. The group function is 
small and focussed with experts from their field. This ensures greater ownership, 
responsibility and better decision making. The head teacher and senior teachers 
know their market and should be empowered as much as possible. 
 
With the growth of  the group, definitely and rightfully, central costs have expanded. 
Our platform now has the sufficient to take on more schools and colleges without 
significant addition overhead. 
 
Some schools employ a COO that has a mandate to manage services but we do 
not function in this way. The role of  COO effectively exists between the MD and 
FD instead. However, we have a strong culture to share. Our incentive models 
promote the sharing culture as we incentivise our senior team with group-wide 
equity and company performance related bonuses rather than at individual site 
level. We also have outstanding data, which is shared weekly. Our senior team meet 
briefly every week and for longer sessions less frequently. Sharing the best ideas is 
an essential part of  those meetings. 
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The delegation of  the role of  COO to the MD and FD does not hinder efficiencies 
or raise costs. Cost efficiencies can be a difficult concept in schools. They can be 
seen negatively. The reality is about allocation of  resources. In our home lives, we 
make cost efficiencies daily and make decisions on what sort of  holiday, car or home 
improvements we will do based on costs. The school is no different. Delivering 
cost efficiencies can mean that funding can be better deployed elsewhere to boost 
outcomes for all. 

Centralisation of  services is essential for future growth. A group needs an identity 
otherwise it is just a collection of  assets pulled together. The identity is its common 
purpose, values and ways of  doing things. We developed the concept of  love of  
learning. Everyone is a learner, even head office. Many of  our staff  are taking 
A-levels in subjects they did not study at A-level or degree. When members of  
head office lead from the front, it unifies the team and drops the natural divide 
between head office and schools. That’s what binds the group and having this, 
facilitates greater communication between schools. We particularly encourage 
peer-to-peer discussions through head teacher forums and meetings. 
 
Schools should share their knowledge and expertise with other schools and 
colleges. This is the future. Why operate on your own when you can collaborate 
with likeminded people? We have found sharing of  policies, resources, people, 
buildings and knowledge to be immensely useful. For example, our university 
admission consulting, which employs experts in Oxbridge, US universities and 
medicine regularly supports our sixth form colleges with university and careers 
events. Our summer school curriculum has been influenced by academic experts 
in our colleges. They in turn have supported our consultancy with events. We could 
carry on with a list for a long time. 
 
This follows into the belief  that there is not an optimal number of  institutions in 
our group. Having built a distinctive culture from our common purpose and clearly 
communicated it through our various mediums, we believe do not believe there is 
an optimum size. At least we are far from it. The concept of  sharing has become 
normal and part of  everyday practice. Why should it not continue?
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Branding Has a Place in Schools. 
But Don’t Waste it on the Students
Gerard Kelly

For those of  a delicate disposition, the words ‘branding’ and ‘schools’ placed in 
proximity can induce an allergic reaction. What, they splutter, can schools, especially 
state schools, have to do with a concept better suited to rental cars, deodorants and 
fizzy drinks? A good quality education surely speaks for itself. Why bother with 
tawdry market conceits like branding?

Up to a point those critics are right. Ultimately, a school rises or falls on the quality 
of  the education its teachers teach and its students learn, and those can be deduced, 
however imperfectly, by exam grades, league tables and Ofsted reports. No amount 
of  spin, frenetic tweeting or swish design can make a school look attractive for long 
if  the fundamentals of  a good education are consistently and repeatedly absent.  

Critics might also add that state schools, unlike their private peers, do not operate in 
a properly functioning market. Branding is effective when consumers have a choice 
because it can tempt people to choose one product or service over another. This is 
not the case in the maintained sector. Parents and students for all kinds of  reasons 
– geography, religion, poverty, house prices, admissions policies – have limited 
choice. They cannot benefit from an excellent faith school if  they are outside the 
catchment area, can’t afford to move and happen to be agnostic. Fantastically cool, 
cleverly targeted branding isn’t going to make a jot of  difference. 

Yet it would be a mistake to conclude that branding has no part to play in schools, 
nor is it as absent from education as purists might believe. Reputation, a word 
comfortably bandied about in the most fastidious educational circles, is after all a 
less alarming name for what is essentially branding. 

Independent schools have long packaged themselves as distinctly different. 
Universities, too, have employed all the dark arts of  marketing to launch themselves 
on an innocent world. What in essence is the ‘Russell Group’ apart from a clever 
piece of  branding that allows Liverpool and Queen’s universities to lord it over 
Bath and Lancaster? 
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Even in the maintained school sector the power of  branding is clearly visible in 
the fault lines running through it. The ‘grammar’ brand is enormously potent and 
the ‘comprehensive’ for many is irredeemably tarnished. Yet the power of  those 
brands can nattily hide deficiencies just as surely as it cruelly obscures success 
regardless of  the facts. 

Which are parents more likely to choose: a comprehensive that admits all and 
whose students achieve an 80 per cent success rate at GCSE, or a grammar with 
90 per cent even though it enrols only the top quartile? Logic would suggest the 
former, because the educational value added must be greater, but would most 
parents see it that way? 

Academies of  course are in themselves an exercise in rebranding – an attempt to 
avoid the dread word comprehensive. But their ubiquity brings another problem. 
As vast swathes of  the educational landscape are terra-formed into academies, 
it isn’t clear whether the brand retains any distinction, and for the ideologically 
opposed of  course it never did. 

In short, branding, while more pervasive in education than its detractors would 
admit, is in most cases badly targeted, loosely understood and often redundant. 
State schools, for instance, have started to market themselves in ways that would 
have been thought brazen 20 years ago. Most now proudly display their best 
Ofsted judgment, often artfully edited, and nearly all have a natty logo and an 
earnest exhortation to transform, inspire, enthuse and generally excel. Whether all 
that adds up to a brand is another matter. When everyone is distinguished by their 
striving for excellence no one really is. 
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On the other hand, can anyone realistically envisage schools resorting to edgy 
branding just to be distinctive? The world may be ready for dating apps that help 
people find love by pairing mutual hates, soaps called You Smell and breweries that 
revel in the name Dogbreath. But when an institution’s primary duty is the care and 
education of  the young, daring marketing is risky if  not downright irresponsible.

In any case, so much school branding isn’t really about attracting more students. 
It’s about attracting the right kind of  student or simply reaffirming how good a 
school is. Even so, how much of  it is thought through? Unlike drink or deodorant 
manufacturers, few schools have the wherewithal to meet demand should they 
become overwhelmingly popular. Expansion just isn’t feasible, or in most cases 
desirable. Then there are those areas of  the country where demography and 
geography make the prospect of  attracting more students simply impossible. 

Yes, branding is important in education but not necessarily for the audience’s 
schools routinely address. If  school chains compete with other schools for students 
they do so, if  at all, at the margins. But they do compete with each other for staff  
and, to a lesser extent, for the ear of  opinion formers and government. And how 
much effort is expended on them?

At a time of  teacher shortages and a general dearth of  talent it makes sense for 
school chains, many of  which straddle several regions, to distinguish themselves 
from the crowd and have a national identity. The benefits are obvious. Would 
teachers prefer to work for a multi-academy trust that was renowned for excellent 
standards, clear career progression, and an ambitious yet supportive work 
environment, or one that discarded staff  faster than Zsa Zsa Gabor did husbands?

So by all means craft your school brand, invest in it and hone it to perfection. Just 
don’t spend too much time perfecting it for students or parents.
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More Than A Sum of  Our Parts
Libby Nicholas

Being part of  a multi-academy trust brings with it real benefits, and there is great 
truth in the maxim that we are more than the sum of  our parts – and in the best 
MATs, many times more than the sum of  their parts. Firstly, there are the very 
obvious economies of  scale benefits: the purchasing power from iPads to Pritt 
Sticks, and the ability to pool back office functions and roles that are not unique 
to education. There is also a lot to be said for having a common ICT platform, 
providing the management information that we need as educators, as well as a 
genuinely accessible interface for parents, pupils and teachers alike.
 
And there are huge benefits too in terms of  taking a system wide approach to 
school improvement, developing meaningful career paths for staff  at all levels in 
the school, and recruiting across a group of  schools for new staff, rather than 
picking off  role by role and advertising each individually, at no inconsiderable cost.
 
But there is actually something more profound at play in successful MATs. And it’s 
this: it’s about a shared mindset; a shared set of  values; and a shared belief  in the 
way that collectively you can make a genuine and lasting difference to the lives of  
all of  the children and young people in your care.
 
When you are a single school you are, quite rightly and understandably, quite inward 
looking, focused on what is going on in your school. When you are in a successful 
MAT, it is about a shared sense of  responsibility – often in a geographically discrete 
area, as is the case with Reach4, where we started our journey as an organisation 
focusing on the South Yorkshire area.
 
We are a deeply values-led organisation. And our starting point was to define 
the qualities that we want to see in our pupils: resilience, empathy, aspiration, 
contribution and happiness. These are the values that go to the very heart of  our 
organisation – they are just as applicable for our pupils, parents, classroom teachers, 
middle leaders, heads, regional education directors and all the way through to me 
as Chief  Executive. It’s simply not enough to demand that say, empathy, is a quality 
that you value. It has to be ever-present in everyday behaviours.
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And instilling that approach, began right on Day One. It was with this approach 
in mind that the board was constructed and indeed how I was appointed as Chief  
Executive. Having an education background was seen as absolutely essential to the 
success of  Reach4 as a brand new organisation.
 
It is undoubtedly true that the challenging financial environment for schools has 
concentrated minds considerably when it comes to MATs. However, that said, it 
makes eminent sense to provide central services across a family of  schools – both 
to drive cost efficiencies, but also to embed the cultural benefits and shared values 
that underpin the most successful MATs. And whilst there can be initial costs 
involved in establishing these central services – School improvement, HR, ICT, 
estates, communications and so on – the savings that this approach delivers over 
time cannot be ignored.
 
In our experience, having an executive director take overall responsibility for 
managing these functions has been invaluable, and in itself  can drive further 
continuous improvement and innovation in the way that these functions operate 
and are delivered across the family of  schools. 
 
Having been fully operational for over a year now, it is clear that such a centralised 
approach has been the driving force behind us maturing even more quickly as an 
organisation than we had anticipated. Our foundations have been dug deep, and 
as a result, we have a platform from which to grow further. Indeed, the next phase 
of  our development will see us replicate our early successes in the South Yorkshire 
area further south in Cambridgeshire, where a number of  schools will be joining 
our family in the not too distant future.
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The Legal Foundations for 
Excellent Education
Howard Dellar

The practice of  law undergirds the highest quality education for children. Excellent 
and effective legal services provide the foundation for achieving this at every level 
from government to classroom.

In recent years, government has been moving education from the statutory basis 
long-established in the maintained sector, into a contractual basis with Multi-
academy trusts (MATs). These trusts, by means of  standardised agreements, enter 
into a contract for funding with the Secretary of  State in return for which they 
provide academies. The decision as to which trust provides which academy is 
described as ‘brokering’ – a new language in the world of  schools. In adopting 
this new terminology, which belongs in the commercial world of  negotiation and 
contract, the regulatory procedures all have hitherto relied upon are increasingly 
supplemented, and sometimes even replaced, by negotiation with and/or 
(sometimes) direction from the Secretary of  State. Therefore, the need for legal 
representation to ensure that outcomes are fair, correct, sustainable, and in the best 
interests of  education, has become greater. It is vital to get the initial structures of  
the MAT right; it is vital, too, that changes and development in the future do not 
weaken the position of  education providers. Here the practice of  good education 
law is the solid rock which provides the firm foundation for the future.

For lawyers, that means going many extra miles to engage with the relationships 
involved in creating and running MATs and individual academies. It means 
helping schools, local authorities, dioceses and others build the right structures 
of  organisation and accountability so that the delivery of  education is secure and 
effective.

For example, where MATs want to offer strong central services to drive down 
costs and release funding to the classroom and school improvement strategy there 
can be some difficult regulatory conditions to satisfy. We have developed a package 
of  charity compliance for Trusts with the freedom of  trading through a wholly-
owned company. This ensures that:
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• procurement issues are minimised whilst still being appropriate; 
• potential grey areas and risky liabilities attached to shadow directorships and de 
facto trusteeships are eliminated; and 
• the relationships within the MAT are able to be collaborative and constructive 
rather than unnecessarily  controlling and bureaucratic.

We see such initiatives as further cornerstones of  the legal foundation which must 
undergird the provision of  excellent and continually improving education. And 
while such an example comes from work in the maintained and academy sectors, 
it is applicable and helpful in the independent sector too. A further foundation is 
our understanding of  charity law as applied to education, in particular trusts and 
charity land.

We maintain a policy and research function such that we constantly deliver 
information to our wide base of  clients and educational professionals (in partnership 
with Wild Search through our unique online resource, www.educationanswers.
co.uk) about the key issues both as they are going through development and 
after legislation is passed. The Department for Business, Innovation, and Skills 
(as it then was) saw through the Small Business and Enterprise Act 2015 with a 
fairly clear knowledge that this would have a big impact on Academy Trusts, and 
consciously – as far as we know – declined to amend the legislation to avoid that. 
The proper target for many of  the issues around ‘Shadow Directors’ and ‘People 
of  Significant Control’ lay outside the education sphere, being more concerned 
with offshore finance and money laundering than the three ‘Rs’.

This legislation also has impacts for MATs seeking to scale up in size. Given that 
Academy Trusts are charitable companies limited by guarantee,  the members’ role 
in holding the directors/trustees to account is critical for a MAT’s success (while 
the members role as guarantor is less significant).

For children to be given the best possible opportunities, adults have to have the best 
organisation and the most effective delivery. I believe that by supporting the design 
of  purposeful systems with intelligence in delivery and strength in compliance, 
professional legal services are truly foundational.
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How I would Operate a Multi-
Academy Trust from Scratch
Professor Toby Salt

As educationalists, it is very rare that we get to start any project with a blank piece 
of  paper. The education context permeates all of  our decision making, from the 
local dynamics impacting a single school, to the broader accountability framework 
that Trusts must operate within.  Those who have taken over as CEO of  an existing 
Multi-Academy Trust (MAT) will also know that while you take on the leadership 
of  an organisation with scale and capacity, you also take on the practices, customs 
and expectations that those within the Trust are used to. Leaders need to build trust 
and communicate clear expectations to the central team before they can shape and 
change the way the organisation operates.

For anyone starting from scratch, here are some considerations:

1. Teaching and learning must always be at the centre of  everything.

With the scale, structure and professionalised environment of  an MAT it can 
feel like there is some distance between the central office and the classroom. It is 
vital that however large a trust becomes, the focus of  the CEO within an MAT 
remains delivery, delivery, delivery in every classroom across the network. Getting 
the teaching and leading right is the most important job that anyone can do in a 
Trust. Without focusing all energy on pupil outcomes, schools will lose pupils, lose 
funding, lose patronage, lose support and lose influence – and of  course we want 
our students to do well. As such, building data and feedback systems that allow 
you to track outcomes at scale, is important for enabling effective leadership and 
intervention. As trusts grow, it is important to bring in leaders underneath you that 
you trust, who can take on delegated responsibility and oversight for groups of  
schools, but continue to feed information upwards.



Sharing Resources, Securing Success 25

2. Be clear about the balance between prescription and freedom. 

It is important not to fudge accountability and responsibility when you set up or 
take over a trust. Brilliant school leaders are by necessity strong characters and 
you need to use this leadership premium, so it is important for CEOs to set out 
clear schemes of  delegation from the outset and ensure people understand when 
they have freedom and when you will be more prescriptive. This is without doubt 
one of  the hardest aspects of  the role. Highly effective leaders will want as much 
autonomy as possible, but a trust without centralised policies or financial control 
is inefficient, which means less money to invest in the classroom. So, you must get 
your loose/tight fit to work for individuals, work for the trust and work for the 
public purse.

Close communication with your heads, clear expectations and evaluating 
performance consistently is the best way I have found to get the balance right.  
Drawing on specialists who can model and track data in a uniform way is vital 
to ensure that feedback is fair and equitable and that everyone knows where they 
stand – and that applies for both teachers and students.

3. Don’t be afraid to bring in experts.

It is not just making sense of  data that requires specialist skills, as MATs increase 
in size it is right that we draw on broader expertise to support us as we scale. There 
has been some reticence in education to work with private sector partners, but as 
trusts grow it is essential. Embrace working in partnership, employing directly or 
buying consultancy from legal professionals, public relations professionals, HR 
professionals, finance professionals and the one everyone underestimates… estates 
professionals. Ormiston Academies Trust looks after some half  a billion pounds 
worth of  estates, with all of  the health and safety obligations that is brought with 
it. MAT CEOs like me would be in the dock if  anything went wrong on our sites, 
so you will be able to sleep a lot easier at night if  you know you have the best 
people around you that can advise you on these matters and ensure compliance.
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4. Be clear about what you stand for.

I wish I had been clearer about the USP of  Ormiston Academies Trust earlier, 
but I was too subtle about it at the beginning. I have always been determined that 
in our Trust we will focus on delivering excellent standards and prioritising wider 
enrichment for our intake, helping students to build their cultural capital and find 
a love for hobbies that last them a lifetime. We’ve encapsulated this now in our 
Enrichment Charter and through our public commitment to ‘raising aspirations and 
broadening horizons’ but I wish we’d have got there sooner. It makes a difference 
to students in the Trust, to teachers looking to work with you and for the whole 
team as we have a stronger sense of  working together for our common purpose.

5. Invest in your people.

Developing a strong internal leadership pipeline is one thing I did get right, 
building on my experience at the National College of  Teaching & Leadership, 
where I helped establish Teaching Schools and the National Leader of  Education 
programme. I have always understood that no school is better than the teachers 
and leaders it has in it, so investing in your teams and nurturing talent is critical. We 
work with a number of  leading organisations to make sure we recruit the best. We 
also use Schools Direct, we have our own School Centred Initial Teacher Training 
(SCITT), we lead a Teaching School and we invest heavily in CPD for our current 
team. By demonstrating clear career pathways to new recruits and supporting 
staff  to progress, we have been able to create a strong talent pool, which supports 
sustainable growth.  

Our education landscape has changed forever. At the time of  writing, we have 973 
MATs in England across eight Regional Schools Commissioner areas and some 
5758 open academies and 345 free schools. By the time this essay is printed that 
will have expanded further. The point is that academies are here to stay and so 
are Multi-Academy Trusts. There is no point re-inventing the wheel in fiefdoms 
when so many lessons are being learnt every day across our education system - I 
know that I have learnt a fair few on my journey so far. I am committed to being 
collaborative and so it goes without saying that I am happy to help those trusts that 
are starting out in any way that I can.



Sharing Resources, Securing Success 27

What MATs could Avoid and Learn 
from Learning Authorities
Dr Tim Coulson

It’s twenty years since I was a proper teacher and directly wrestled each day with 
helping children develop, learn and flourish as they grow up. Sometimes I look at 
the great opportunity of  working with lots of  schools and the benefit they give 
to so many thousands of  children, whilst at other times I think about the direct 
impact (I always hoped positive), that I had as a teacher on the 30 children I was 
with each day.

Over a span of  20 years I have worked for organisations that I have loved or 
loathed (only one in the latter category). I have had the great pleasure to know and 
talk regularly with leaders of  schools and more recently leaders of  multi-academy 
trusts. The bit I have learnt is that if  you get the right leader of  an organisation, 
those outside the organisation can feel pretty relaxed. 

I worked for two highly successful councils that saw very good educational 
improvements. They had many less levers on the schools which they oversaw than 
now available to multi-academy trusts. As a local authority officer, I could:

• Use my influence to the maximum to assist governing bodies make good head 
teacher appointments, or at least look to stop them making foolish appointments.
• Jump in with two feet when a school was going pear-shaped and exercise the 
responsibility to get the school back on its feet.
• Offer advice as it was sought or where poorer data suggested that advice should 
be proffered.

In Camden, I could just about know all the 60 head teachers and when needed give 
any of  them a ring and be pretty sure of  an immediate reply.  In Essex, I never 
even got to visit all 550 schools and although I met many of  the head teachers, I 
had to rely much more on written communication to keep in touch and to look to 
exert influence and direction.
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Multi-academy trusts not only have the autonomy and responsibility to lead and 
oversee schools as they see fit, but do so in ways that are hugely variable. Many 
will carry out (no doubt much more effectively) many of  the features of  the work 
I knew as a local authority officer. They also have the opportunity of  significantly 
greater leverage and can decide where there are trust-wide approaches and policies 
that should be seen consistently in all schools. The principle of  tightening-up to 
get to Good and loosening-up to Outstanding looks as useful in trusts as it has 
been in improvement of  individual schools. 

Trusts that grow beyond the direct oversight of  an executive head have some 
similar risks in the way they are seen. This has been the case for poorer local 
authorities. As trusts get larger and introduce other area roles across schools, these 
provide the opportunity to spread the most effective practice across the trust’s 
schools, but the effectiveness of  this will be associated with the credibility of  
those taking on these cross-trust roles. Schools have always been clear about the 
importance of  the particular individual they work with that comes from the local 
authority, and their opinion of  the local authority is often shaped by their opinion 
of  particular individuals. 

Where multi-academy trusts have a much greater opportunity for positive impact 
is in the governance arrangements for the group of  schools that make up the trust. 
The trust board is both accountable for the outcomes in all its schools and it can 
drive the way the schools operate. Across the region where I work, schools in the 
London Borough of  Newham achieve the best results in how well children at the 
end of  Year 1 achieve in phonics – this must be linked to the area being the most 
clearly consistent in its approach to the teaching of  phonics and the programme 
of  support for teachers to be effective in this area. 

Multi-academy trusts have the opportunity to be as effective in many more areas 
of  the curriculum. This can be achieved by being clear about the approaches that 
are most successful (this is one of  the benefits of  looking across several schools 
rather than a governing body knowing just their school) and then providing 
support across the trust from the very people already making these most effective 
strategies work.
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We have a mixed school system of  maintained schools and academies where the 
number of  academies continues to grow. We will have this mixed system for some 
years and it has been encouraging in my role as a Regional Schools Commissioner 
to see such a strong appetite across the local authorities with which we work to 
push the boat out further in how we do this, and make clear that our top ambition 
is a good school for every child. It isn’t fair that in 4 of  the 15 local authority areas 
in this region that every secondary school, maintained or academy, is judged Good 
or Outstanding by OFSTED, but that in Havering this is the case for only just over 
half  the secondary schools. 

Over the next few years the new sponsors that have emerged in the last year for 
Havering schools and the new school leadership teams have the opportunity to 
use their authority across their schools to see the pace of  improvement rapidly 
accelerate. Alongside the work of  these sponsors, we are confident of  a much 
more effective relationship with the new local authority leadership that has adapted 
to this new school system and is up for, with us, being a part of  an 18-month 
ambition for all the schools to be judged at least Good.
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How MATs can use Assessment to 
Alleviate their Growing Pains
Greg Watson

There is an old joke about a traveller in Ireland who asks a passerby for directions. 
“Well, if  I were you,” the local replies, “I wouldn’t start from here.” 

Anyone surveying the difficult birth and growing pains of  multi-academy trusts 
might be tempted to think there is an awful lot of  wisdom in that retort. The 
journey hasn’t been easy – there have been more than a few hiccups, false starts 
and rethinks along the way. But we are where we are, and when it comes to MATs, 
where we are isn’t always easy to define. 

MATs come in all shapes and sizes. Some have as many schools as local authorities; 
most are much smaller. Some are geographically concentrated; others are spread 
widely across the country. Some consist entirely of  secondary schools, others are 
exclusively primary and many have both. Some have developed shared ways of  
teaching and management; others are far more varied and laissez faire. 

Whatever common headwinds MATs have to tackle, the sheer diversity of  the 
sector means each leadership team will also have their own set of  unique challenges. 
Funding, recruitment, retention and workload are obviously shared concerns 
nationwide. But the precise impact of  each and how they interact with one another 
varies significantly at a local level. 

The same can be said for student intake. Disadvantaged children in London, for 
instance, confront the same issues – economic hardship, limited access to cultural 
capital, poor prior attainment – that handicap their less well-off  peers in the rest of  
the country. But their relative better academic performance suggests they benefit 
from factors that others do not. All education on one level is local because context 
is all.
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Expectations, on the other hand, are definitely not local. Accountability and 
outcomes are judged against national benchmarks. And whatever allowances such 
as Progress 8 (a secondary school accountability system) are made for context, 
ultimately, for good or ill, MAT leadership teams will be judged to have failed 
or succeeded by reference to them. This assessment criteria may include: how 
many schools in the group are deemed less than ‘Good’; what their performance 
trajectory is; the quality of  their exam results compared nationally; and their 
number of  exclusions, also considered comparatively. The challenge for MATs is 
how to assess accurately the strengths and weaknesses of  their different schools in 
a national accountability framework that is usually unforgiving of  local factors – let 
alone individual student need.

That tension between local context and national benchmarks is of  course replicated 
in microcosm within a MAT. Regardless of  their approach, complexion or size, all 
MATs set group standards which they expect individual schools to reach. Many a 
strategic plan, however, falls apart after first contact with reality. And the reality for 
many MATs is bracing to say the least. Most have not had the luxury of  growing at 
a sedate pace, or absorbing Identikit schools, or having a made-to-measure, well-
tested bank of  interventions that they can roll out for each and every situation. 

In which case, how can leadership teams quickly and reliably identify the causes 
of  poor prior attainment, for instance, in newly acquired schools? How can they 
ensure that the lessons and best practice learnt in one school are adopted by the 
rest? How can they know with any certainty where and what interventions are 
needed? And how can they have faith that the assessments they are using are 
robust?

The answer has to be standardised, formative assessments that have been rigorously 
tested and developed over many years. Ultimately, no school can really know 
where it’s going unless it knows where its pupils are starting from. Standardised 
assessments allow MATs to compare pupil progress between their schools and 
against national benchmarks. They are ideal for assessing students when a new 
academy joins a trust and for comparing progress between existing schools. And 
they also allow a MAT to establish a common language among schools to describe 
attainment and progress and to share best practice.
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There is one other advantage, which becomes more pertinent as MATs increase in 
size and individual student needs risk becoming obscured. Assessments can help 
identify ‘hard-to-spot’ children, those who for whatever reason are struggling to 
reach their full potential. They may be a child whose academic strengths are not 
immediately apparent, or whose quietness masks learning difficulties or problems at 
home. A range of  diagnostic assessments can help with everything from calibrating 
students’ standard of  literacy and numeracy, or detecting dyscalculia and dyslexia, 
to their attitudes to themselves and their school. There are also assessments that 
enable MATs to identify the issues that matter most to parents, pupils and staff  
and to fine-tune their strategies accordingly.

A word of  warning, however, and perhaps a surprising one coming from the head 
of  an assessment company. There is such a thing as over-assessment. You do not 
need much assessment to uncover why pupils are falling behind or not using all 
of  their abilities. The trick is to assess once or twice a year and use the data often. 
Repeating assessments more than that won’t add any extra insight but it will add to 
teacher workload – and nobody wants that.
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Wild Search Education Clients 
Include:
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About GL Assessment

GL Assessment has worked in partnership with schools for over 35 years to develop 
assessments that support better outcomes for pupils.  We provide MATs and school 
groups with a range of  nationally standardised assessments which provide them 
with consistency and comparability, enabling them to share a common language 
when it comes to assessment data and help to drive school improvement. 

Over 70% of  academies in MATs in England chose GL Assessment to support 
them in 2016. Whether a Trust is big or small, starting out or well-established, we 
provide assessments that identify ability, attainment and barriers to learning, with 
reports that enable a Trust to compare the data from all academies within their 
family of  schools. A number of  our assessments are also diagnostic, helping them 
to target interventions in the direction which will have the greatest positive impact 
on pupil attainment.

We believe in a ‘whole pupil’ approach to assessment which, alongside a teacher’s 
own judgement, can provide a powerful and objective all-round view of  an 
individual learner. Having a common assessment framework across their schools 
enables Trusts and school groups to gather robust, reliable and external measures 
of  their overall performance. This allows Trusts to consistently track progress 
across their academies, triangulate their data to have sensible conversations around 
how they use the strengths of  their academies to support each other, and to use a 
common language to discuss areas of  strength and improvement. 

As MATs absorb underperforming academies, it is also essential that they have 
the means to quickly identify the causes of  prior poor attainment and progress so 
they can offer support that is proportionate to need. Standardised assessments can 
provide a current baseline during the due diligence process while Trusts consider 
adopting new schools.
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With our Cross Academy Trust report, Trusts can compare the assessment results 
across academies within the group. This enables Trusts to identify good practice 
and pinpoint interventions to improve standards of  teaching and learning. The 
data also supports MAT growth and validates teacher judgements to support 
student progress.

For further information on how we work with MATs and school groups, visit 
gl-assessment.co.uk/academy-trusts. To contact your local area consultant to 
organise a school visit or a free quote please visit gl-assessment.co.uk/consultants 
or email academytrusts@gl-assessment.co.uk.
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