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When Leigh Academies Trust (LAT), the 
Dartford based Trust which has gone from 
strength to strength since its creation in 
2008, approached Farrer Barnes to assist 
with the next phase of its recruitment 
growth, we were delighted to assist.

Providing the educational vision and 
direction for the Trust, the CEO, Simon 
Beamish and the Deputy CEO, Neil 
Willis, decided in line with the strategy, 
to recruit a HR Director, new Finance 
Director, Cluster Finance Controller and 
Business Controller, to prepare effectively 
for the future.

The steady and successful progress that has 
been made since 2008 is apparent with all 
of their current academies judged ‘Good’ 
or better by Ofsted, and their mission is 
to achieve ‘Outstanding’ in all of their 
schools.

‘As a successful multi-academy trust, we 
are being encouraged by the Department 
for Education to grow further, but 
will never do so at the expense of the 
communities we already serve. We have 
no intention of expanding beyond the 
South East of England’.

Simon Beamish, CEO,  
December 2014.

Given the importance of recruiting the 
right people to enable them to drive their 

vision, LAT chose to use a recruitment 
company not just to access the expertise 
a specialist recruiter can bring, but also 
to tap into a known source of candidates 
with the specific skills and experience 
required for such a drive.

LAT approached Farrer Barnes, a national 
specialist within the academy world and 
with over 20 years’ experience of senior 
leadership recruitment. Farrer Barnes 
was chosen due to their reputation as one 
of the ‘finance and HR leaders’ within 
this specialist sector and holders of the 
Independent Academies Assured Service 
Quality Mark.

Working closely with LAT, branded 
advertising in relevant trade journals 
and online sites combined with Farrer 
Barnes’ extensive database of Academy 
candidates were used to establish an initial 
list of suitable candidates for each separate 
position. Farrer Barnes’ team of Peter 
Newey (MD) and Sarah Ottley (Head of 
Education Recruitment) then held detailed 
discussions with each of the prospective 
candidates around Dartford to enable 
them to present final shortlists to LAT.

The deadlines for the positions were 
arranged to match LAT’s timelines and 
to ensure that resources were available 
for the interview process with minimal 
disruption.

Farrer Barnes were on hand to offer further 
insight and background information 
on each of the chosen interviewees, and 
provide candidate feedback afterwards. 

The interview processes went smoothly 
and the four successful individuals were 
delighted to join this exciting Trust, 
Richard Taylor and Jonathan Shaw below 
being two of them.

A Case Study – Leigh Academies Trust

Farrer Barnes, 27-39 St Georges Street,  
Canterbury, Kent CT1 2LE     

Tel: 01227 863900    www.farrer-barnes.com

In describing the interview process and its subsequent outcome, 
Neil Willis commented; ‘We were delighted with the quality and range 
of applicants that Farrer Barnes was able to attract for each post, and 
the assistance that we received throughout the recruitment process. 
As a consequence we have added further outstanding leadership to the 
Finance and HR functions of the Trust, ensuring exceptional support 
in these key areas to all senior leaders in each of our academies’
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From the editor

T
he election is over, the dust has settled, and 
we now know what the next few years have 
in store for education. In Nicky Morgan’s 

article in this magazine, the Secretary of State 
makes it clear that expanding the academies 
programme is at the centre of the government’s 
plans, as is the intention to intervene in schools 
deemed to be failing or coasting. 

One cannot argue with the ambition to 
‘ensure a world class education’ for every child. 
However, it is the means by which this ambition 
is approached which is politically charged. 
Tackling all schools judged by Ofsted to be 
”Inadequate” or “Requiring Improvement” is 
understandable as we have an education system 
which has allowed schools to languish in a trough 
of poor performance for generations. However, 
this approach demands an Ofsted Inspectorate 
which is seen to be fair, objective, consistent 
and answerable. There is some way to go on that 
front, although Sir Michael Wilshaw has made 
some steps in the right direction such as bringing 
the Inspectorate in-house and having HMI on 
Inspection Teams. He now needs to tackle the 
constant changing of the Ofsted framework, 
moving the goalposts with every political tide.

It is also an understandable desire to ensure 
schools don’t ‘coast’. In such schools the majority 
of children may make good progress leading to 
self satisfaction whilst leaving groups of children 
having their poor performance continually 
unaddressed. The definition of this, and the 
identification of such schools, is more contentious 
and needs to be handled sensitively.

Frank Green, Schools Commissioner, outlines 
how the national system of autonomous schools 
will be expanded and monitored by the Regional 
Commissioners. Like the Secretary of State, 
he expresses faith in the Commissioners’ local 
knowledge and that they will use powers of 
intervention to ensure improvements in the 
system. This is reliant on outstanding and good 
schools being willing to provide the leadership and 
expertise these schools need. One suspects that 
there may be a capacity issue here. Time will tell.

It is clear that these plans will see a huge 
expansion in the number of academies. 
Supporting schools making that transition from 
being local authority maintained to being an 
academy remains an important aspect of these 

changes. The Government must not overlook 
this and an element of hand-holding (as well 
as covering the costs of conversion) need to be 
retained. This is an area where FASNA’s long 
experience should not be overlooked and Regional 
Commissioners would do well to tap into that 
wealth of experience.

As for the exponential growth of Multi-
Academy Trusts, it is to be welcomed that there 
is an emerging view that these are best if they are 
locally based. A locally based MAT is more likely 
to be effective and that localism provides a better 
basis for collaboration and local accountability. 
However, there is a real need for support for 
existing and developing MATs. Too many are just 
groups of schools without a clear, shared ethos and 
philosophy; without clarity of delegated powers 
and a clear understanding of the responsibilities of 
the MAT as against the individual schools. 

There is a similar issue with the increasing 
number of Executive Heads. It is assumed that an 
outstanding headteacher can take on more schools 
and act in an Executive capacity. However, the 
two roles are substantially different and a failure 
to recognize this and to support heads making 
the transition is a recipe for failure. If outstanding 
schools depend on outstanding leadership, so do 
MATs.

It is pleasing to see that FASNA has recognised 
these issues and is planning to provide support 
for MATs and Executive Heads. Regional 
Commissioners take note!

Aside from the government’s agenda for this 
Parliament, the other big issue is that old chestnut 
– school funding. There are two major issues 
looming: one new and one long-standing. The new 
issue is the financial storm which is brewing. In spite 
of education funding being ring-fenced, schools 
face real cuts as employer’s costs rise substantially 
over the period 2013-2017. It is estimated that this 
will cost schools about 8-9% of their staffing budget 
which will equate to a cut to about 6% of their total 
budgets. There is no doubt that this will cause real 
pain and many heads and leadership teams have 
never faced the need to cut back in this way before. 
FASNA’s argument is that schools could be better 
funded from within the existing education budget 
by cutting back on activities that are not front-line 
and have less benefit than funding the classroom. 
This would seem to be a compelling argument when 
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From the editor

Peter Beaven, editor of Academy, retired in August 2012 as Headteacher of Norton Hill and Somervale Schools in 
Midsomer Norton. He had been Headteacher at Norton Hill for 18 years and during the last three years was also Head 
of Somervale. He can be contacted via editor@academymag.co.uk

one analyses the amounts spent on pet projects and sound-bite 
initiatives throughout the financial year.

The long standing financial issue is one of fairness. It is 
unjustifiable that pupils are not funded equally across the country. 
The attempts by FASNA and the F40 group of low-funded local 
authorities to address this issue has at last gained some political 
traction. Let’s hope that continued campaigning will secure some 
much needed equality into the funding of school pupils.

It was with regret that we heard of the demise of the 
Independent Academies Association in June. It is important 

that schools have membership organisations to fight for those 
broad educational developments that lie beyond the remit of 
the professional associations. The field is now largely occupied 
by FASNA and that organisation sets out its agenda for the 
next Parliament in this issue. It would appear that FASNA 
have identified the key issues and are set to play a key role in 
supporting and shaping future developments. FASNA is now the 
only not-for-profit non-union school membership organisation 
left. It is important for schools to have this voice to lobby and 
campaign on their behalf.

The attempts by FASNA and the F40 group of 
low-funded local authorities to address this issue has 
finally gained some political traction

     SUBSCRIPTION ORDER FORM

1-4 two-year subscriptions @ £25.00 each  .................................................................   £  ..........................................................

5-9 two-year subscriptions @ £22.20 each  .................................................................   £  ..........................................................

10-19 two-year subscriptions @ £20.28 each  .................................................................   £  ..........................................................

20 or more two-year subscriptions @ £18.48 each  .................................................................   £  ..........................................................

 

Cheques should be made payable to John Catt Educational Limited and sent to: John Catt Educational, 12 Deben Mill Business 

Centre, Melton, Woodbridge, Suffolk, IP12 1BL

 

Cheque for £  ..........................   enclosed Signed  ........................................................................................  Date ......................................

Name .....................................................................................................................................................................................................................
(Block Capitals please)

Address ...................................................................................................................................................................................................................

......................................................................................................................................................   Postcode........................................................

No. of subscriptions required Total amount

Academy magazine is published three times a year, in Autumn, Spring and Summer. Rates quoted are inclusive of UK postage

mailto:editor@academymag.co.uk


Get the help and guidance from the public finance 
management experts through our CIPFA Academies Hub 
– and become a sustainable and accountable academy.

 � Access expert financial management and governance

 � One stop shop for support and services

 � Online supplier directory

 � Free content, paid-for expertise and an online forum

 � A wealth of training, conferences, guidance and publications

How to join:
E: academies@cipfa.org
www.cipfa.org/academies

supporting the 
 business of academies

Free Hub 
Membership

®

CIPFA Academies Hub

mailto:academies@cipfa.org
http://www.cipfa.org/academies


Autumn 2015  | 9

FASNA’s programme for the new Parliament

FASNA’s programme 
for the new Parliament
In response to members’ feedback, FASNA has 
developed a plan for addressing key issues facing 
schools in this Parliament and will be providing 
support for members in these key areas

Financial Pressures
We know that school budgets are going to be hard pressed. At 
best, school budgets will be maintained in cash terms but this is, 
in effect, a real terms cut. 

We know that any cost of living increases to teachers and 
support staff salaries will be unfunded, as will any incremental 
drift. In 2015-16 this will add about 1% to the pay bill which will 
have to be found out of existing resources.

We know that there is a continuing rise in the number of 
pupils aged 5-15 in state maintained schools. The DfE’s latest 
projections show an increase of 100,000 each year over the course 
of this Parliament1 . This is an annual increase of 1.5% over 
pupil numbers in 2015 and there will be 8% more children in 
the system by 2020. The Conservative Party manifesto promised 
that the per capita funding for increased pupil numbers would be 
met. The Department has confirmed spending plans for 2016/17 
which are ‘flat-cash’ plus some money for schools which have 
been historically underfunded - a figure of approximately £390 
million.

In addition, every school faces increased staff costs as there 
are rises in employer’s contributions to national insurance and 
pensions for teachers and support staff in 2015-16 and further 
rises in 2016-17. FASNA estimates that these increased staff costs 
will be in the region of 8% - 9%. As staff costs are typically 80% 
of a school’s budget this has the impact of a ‘cut’ in excess of 6%. 
Meeting these increases will require schools to make savings 
across the board including staffing reductions.

FASNA believes that campaigning for increases to education 
funding will not be productive with the present Government 

which is reigning in public spending. Indeed, George Osborne 
has demanded that those government departments which do not 
have ‘protected’ budgets have to show how they might reduce 
their budgets by 25% and 40%.

However, FASNA believes that there is scope for a realignment 
of education spending which could see more money going to 
schools and less on targeted projects and non-school spending. 
For example it is ironic that the National College for Teaching 
and Learning has a budget in excess of £400 million when only 
£390 million can be afforded to offset underfunding of schools 
in the worst-off local authorities. 

FASNA will engage in a campaign for the schools’ share of the 
total government budget for education to be increased by making 
stringent efficiency savings within the quantum of some £98 
billion earmarked by the government for education.

But FASNA will support schools in dealing with the situation. 
To this end FASNA will run workshops and seminars on how 
to explore staffing and curriculum structures and how to make 
efficiency savings in procurement. (Tom Clark’s report from The 
Academies Show (page 25) highlights some of these approaches) 
and our solicitors will also advise those attending our seminars 
on employment law including on the redundancy process. (The 
first of these seminars was successfully held in London on the 1st 
July and more events are planned. See the training section of the 
FASNA website fasna.org.uk. Member schools will also provide 
case studies on their experiences of staff restructuring which will 
be available to members on the website.)

National Fair Funding Formula
It has long been FASNA’s belief that the current methodology for 
funding schools is archaic and essentially unfair. In a democratic 
country which values its citizens equally it cannot be justified 1   See National pupil projections: trends in pupil numbers - July 2015 published by the 

DfE on 22 July 2015.
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FASNA’s programme for the new Parliament

that a pupil in one part of the country attracts up to 50% less 
funding for their education than a pupil of similar ability with 
identical needs in another part of the country. 

For example, can it be justified that in 2015-16 schools in 
Birmingham will get an average of £5,210 per pupil next year 
while schools in neighbouring Solihull receive just £4,229 per 
pupil. The £981 difference would be a 23% increase in funding 
for Solihull schools. 

This is but one example which is replicated in many parts 
of the country. Cross a local authority border and funding is 
significantly different. Manchester schools receive £5,080 under 
the current formula, while nearby Trafford schools receive 
£4,227. This £853 difference for each pupil represents a 20% 
difference in funding.

When one explores the difference between the highest funded 
and the lowest funded the differences are even more extreme. 
The City of London receives the most of any local authority, with 
£8,587 per pupil, followed by Tower Hamlets with £7,008 and 
Hackney with £6,672.

The ‘worst-off’ local authorities are those in predominantly 
rural areas, with Wokingham, Poole, South Gloucestershire, 
West Sussex and Stockport all receiving less than £4,200 per 
pupil in the current school year. This is less than half the funding 
received in the highest funded London Borough. Even London 
costs cannot justify this difference2. 

FASNA’s campaign is gaining momentum with many 
MPs alive to the issue. FASNA will continue to campaign 
for National Fair Funding and will work with others such 
as ASCL where there is agreement on what is needed in 
principle. FASNA is also advising the DfE on technocratic 
matters around devising a fair formula for school funding 
including ‘high-needs’ funding which is a lottery. We are 
also highlighting  our continuing concern about the patchy 
effectiveness of Schools Forum.

It might help if there was more transparency around how 
LAs ‘distribute’ funding. Why couldn’t there be a ‘pay- slip 

dashboard’? In your pay advice you see what goes in ‘gross’, what 
has been ‘stopped’ and where it has gone – so let’s see what goes 
to the LA ‘gross’ and what is ‘stopped’ and how that affects each 
school, ‘net’. 

On ‘high needs’ funding there should be a requirement for 
LAs to consult headteachers and a requirement for the Schools 
Forum to scrutinise decisions made and a requirement to have 
special needs school representation on the Forum and high needs 
funding should be ‘passported’ to schools on a monthly basis.

There is a moral imperative to sort this out: localism should 
not be an excuse for not moving forwards.

Executive Headship and Multi-Academy Trusts
FASNA has long argued that education decisions are best made 
at school level. This is what school autonomy is about. Evidence 
from across the world supports this. Evidence also confirms that 
a key factor in a school’s success is the quality of the headteacher. 
The Government now recognises the key role that headteachers 
can play in ‘system leadership’ and, through the Schools 
Commissioners, is seeking ‘outstanding’ headteachers to extend 
their leadership role from a single school responsibility to a 
multi-school responsibility. 

It is clear that in the current climate, an improving school 
system will be increasingly reliant on system leadership – 
successful schools and successful heads working with others to 
improve standards. This begs questions of capacity, willingness 
and determining what is the most appropriate structure for 
Multi-Academy Trusts and in particular their governance.(See 
Joan Binder’s article, page 42)

There has been little research on what executive headship 
entails, what skills and qualities are required, what support is 
needed, and how existing heads may be prepared for the role 
and developed once in post. There is an assumption that an 
‘outstanding’ headteacher with a single-school perspective can 
simply extend their role to cover more than one school. However, 
executive headship is substantially different and requires 
different skills and capabilities.

FASNA will support executive heads, including through a 
forum in which to meet and learn from each other. In this way, 
FASNA will develop a powerful voice for executive heads to 
communicate with Government. The first step in this will be at 

2   Note that these figures are average per pupil funding. There will be differences for 
primary and secondary funding in each of the local authorities cited. Details can be 
found at https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/dedicated-schools-grant-dsg-
2015-to-2016

On ‘high needs’ funding there should be a requirement for 
LAs to consult Head teachers and a requirement for the Schools 
Forum to scrutinise decisions made and a requirement to have 
special needs school representation on the Forum and high needs 
funding should be ‘passported’ to schools on a monthly basis
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FASNA’s programme for the new Parliament

the 2015 Autumn Conference when Andy Johnson, executive 
head of the West Norfolk Academies Trust, will lead a workshop 
to establish the FASNA Executive Heads Forum.

Over the next few years it may be the case that most schools 
will find themselves in some sort of collaborative arrangement. 
This will be driven by Government policy for schools found by 
Ofsted to be ‘inadequate’ or to be ‘requiring improvement’ to 
become academies and to join Multi-Academy Trusts, as may the 
3000 ‘coasting schools’. However, joining a Multi-Academy Trust 
may also be seen as a solution to the financial pressures schools 
face as MATs may provide cost savings through economies 
of scale and restructured leadership. They may also be able to 
rationalise an appropriate, ‘customised’, curriculum entitlement 
which can be beyond the capacity of some ‘stand-alone’ schools 
as cost pressures bite.

Yet there is much more to a Multi-Academy Trust than just 
joining forces. There are issues around a shared vision for the 
Trust, leadership of the Trust, how governance is organised, the 
scheme of delegation and so on. 

FASNA will support schools setting up or joining Multi-
Academy Trusts. We will provide guidance on structures, with 
the support of solicitors; guidance on schemes of delegation; 
guidance on how support staff teams can be coordinated across 
the MAT; and guidance on leadership models. There will also be 
the opportunity to explore with other Multi-Academy Trusts the 
principles and ethos of different MATs across the country. 

Governance 
Governance continues to be an area in which schools are  
needing support. ‘Outstanding’ schools have outstanding 
leadership including governance: struggling schools almost 
always have poor governance. As Ofsted now makes a judgement 
about governance it is increasingly important for schools to 
ensure governance is effective. In her article on Governance, 
FASNA Vice-Chair Joan Binder outlines the new imperatives 
for schools wanting ‘outstanding’ governance and describes 
the ‘golden thread’ of accountability covering leadership and 
management; teaching, learning and assessment’; personal 
development, behaviour and welfare; and outcomes for pupils. 
FASNA will campaign to ensure that Ofsted has a clearer view of 
what effective governance looks like.

In addition FASNA will run workshops and seminars on a 
whole range of Governance issues including:

•	 Effective Governance
•	 Admissions and Admissions Appeals
•	 The role of the Clerk to Governors
•	 The role of Company Secretary

Besides these seminars FASNA will provide bespoke training 
for Governing Bodies. Details of all of this activity can be found 
on the web-site. The FASNA publication Effective Governance 
has been sent to all members and is available from the FASNA 
website.

Increasingly schools are asking FASNA to conduct ‘external 
reviews of governance’. This is a bespoke process which explores 
structures, processes and personnel with the aim of making 
governance more effective. ‘Reviews’ lead to a report with 
recommendations and may be followed by some tailor-made 
training.

Finally, look out for the launch of web-based Governor 
Training which FASNA has authored for Capita. Two courses 
have been prepared – ‘Effective Governance’ which provides 
an induction for new governors and refresher training for 
existing governors. This course can be undertaken alone or in 
groups. The second course, provisionally entitled ‘Developing 
Outstanding Governance’ provides interactive training for 
groups of governors or whole governing bodies. These courses 
can be taken in ‘bite-sized chunks’ over a period of time with 
governors selecting relevant sections as they see fit.

Autonomy
Although some 5,000 schools have now become academies, there 
are 17,000 that are not. Clearly there will be a huge growth in 
the number of schools becoming academies during the course 
of this Parliament. Some of these, maybe most of them, will be 
‘forced’ academies, made to become an academy and to join a 
Multi-Academy Trust because they are judged ‘inadequate’, or 
‘requiring improvement’ or because they have been found to be 
‘coasting’. 

Many of these  schools will need support to make the 
transition. FASNA will continue to support schools in exploring 
academy status by running seminars called ‘Lifting The Lid’ 
on academy Conversion’ and ‘Sponsoring Academies’. More 
importantly FASNA will assist schools in exploring how to use 
autonomy in innovative and effective ways. We will use the 
FASNA website, Academy magazine and our conferences to 
showcase best practice.

Recruitment
Recruitment is becoming a problem at every level. The unfilled 
vacancies for leadership posts in primary and secondary schools 
is on an upward trajectory as is the number of re-advertisements 
for vacant posts – the TES must love it! At headship level there 
are issues are around  ‘risk’ in the face of Ofsted, the reducing 
pensions cap, and the demands to be met with cash-flat budgets. 
Advertising is a lottery and an expensive one at that. Local 
networks, re-cycling within MATs, using head-hunters, using 
agencies are not proving sufficient  supply  to meet demand. 
FASNA has been working with commercial and non-commercial 
partners to try to help with the problem. Recruitment has to 
become smarter. Schools interested in helping FASNA to come 
up with solutions are invited to contact admin@fasna.org.uk

Tom Clark, Chair, FASNA
Peter Beaven, Editor
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From the Secretary of State

From the Secretary of State

S
ince 2010 the education landscape in England has been 
transformed, moving towards a system that allows every 
child to fulfil their potential regardless of background. 

We’ve raised expectations of our schools, we’ve restored respect 
and rigour to our qualifications and curriculum, and we’ve 
empowered teachers and parents.

This government, like many across the world, recognises 
that teachers and educational leaders know best how to run 
their schools. That is why we believe in a school-led system, 
where experts have greater freedom, working within a strong 
framework of accountability.

FASNA and its members have been instrumental in bringing 
our vision to life: your hard work and our reforms are already 
unlocking a brighter future for children around the country. 

I mentioned some of our headline successes when I spoke 
at FASNA’s conference earlier this year. Since 2010, a hundred 
thousand more six year olds are on track to be confident readers 
because of our focus on phonics; the EBacc has led to a 71% 
increase in pupils taking core academic subjects at GCSE; and 
there are now a million more pupils being taught in schools that 
are good or outstanding, which is a record high.

Over the last five years we have also turbocharged the 
academies agenda, building on the pioneering work of Lord 
Adonis. There are now over 5000 open academies and free 
schools in England.  These freedoms, created by academy status, 
are putting teachers in charge of their classrooms. 

Supporting schools to become academies enables us to move 
swiftly - and without delay - to replace poor governance in 
failing schools under the guidance of an expert sponsor. On 
average established sponsored secondary academies have GCSE 
results well above their predecessor schools and sponsored 
primary academies have improved their results at double the rate 
of local authority schools.

Of course, the programme also gives strong leaders the 
freedom to convert to academy status, freeing them up to make 
decisions that will work for the young people in their care. 

We’ve already seen some noteworthy successes. North 
Ormesby Primary Academy in Middlesbrough has gone from 
requires improvement to outstanding in two years. Woden 
Primary School in Wolverhampton has achieved a remarkable 
turnaround in just three years. In March 2012 it was labelled as 

inadequate following an Ofsted inspection. Now an academy, 
sponsored by the Central Learning Partnership Trust, it was 
rated outstanding following an Ofsted inspection in March. 
And The Harris Academy in Bermondsey has been rated as 
‘outstanding’ by Ofsted for the second time in a row, following 
an inspection earlier this year.

But there is more to do if we are to succeed in our vision of 
securing a world-class education for every child.
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From the Secretary of State

As the number of academies continues to grow it becomes 
increasingly important that decisions are taken by local experts. 
That is why we have devolved decision-making on academies 
to a regional level. Eight Regional Schools Commissioners were 
appointed last year to oversee academies across the country: 
advised and challenged by elected headteacher boards, and 
overseen by Frank Green CBE, who also writes in this edition to 
share and explain his vision for a sustainable academies system.

These regional commissioners will guarantee that decisions 
on intervention are made by people with local knowledge - 
not people sitting behind desks in Whitehall - ensuring local 
accountability whilst allowing academies to enjoy the autonomy 
that is so critical to their success.

The Education and Adoption Bill, currently making its way 
through Parliament, means that an academy order will be issued 
for all schools judged inadequate by Ofsted, enabling them to 
become sponsored academies.  

And once schools have been judged to be inadequate, we 
cannot sit back and let children languish in an atmosphere of 
complacency or failure. The Bill sweeps away the bureaucracy 
and loopholes that currently mean it takes, on average, more 
than a year from the day a school is judged inadequate to the day 
it opens as a sponsored academy. 

Alongside strengthening powers to intervene in failing 
schools, the Bill also provides, for the first time, measures to 
tackle coasting schools. Schools that aren’t taking the right steps 
to unleash the true potential in their pupils.

Our coasting schools measure is about finding and helping 
those schools that fail to stretch their pupils over time. The 
definition is rooted in looking at the progress pupils make over 
time. Schools – both primaries and secondaries – will only be 
judged as coasting if they fail to meet an expected progress level 

over three years. Regional Schools Commissioners will assess a 
coasting school’s capacity to improve, offering help from leading 
education experts where needed and issuing an academy order 
where there is no credible plan for improvement. 

I want to encourage FASNA members to consider what more 
they can offer to the academies agenda. One of the strengths of 
the programme is the opportunity for increased collaboration. 
Over half of academies are in Multi-Academy Trusts.

Lots of ‘outstanding’ schools are taking partnership work a 
step further by becoming a sponsor of underperforming schools 
in their own right. 75 percent of sponsors approved since January 
2014 are academy converters– and we need more to join their 
ranks.  Improved pupil transitions, better staff retention and 
succession planning, and enhanced purchasing power are just 
some of the benefits that come with partnering and collaborating 
in this way. 

The academies programme remains one of the government’s 
highest priorities. Protecting the freedoms of high-performing 
schools, and moving swiftly to intervene where education is 
not good enough is something I take very seriously, and I look 
forward to working with FASNA and its members over the 
coming months and years to support schools to succeed.

Nicky Morgan, Secretary of State for 
Education

Regional Schools Commissioners will assess 
a coasting school’s capacity to improve, offering 
help from leading education experts where needed 
and issuing an academy order where there is no 
credible plan for improvement 
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O
ver the last 15 years we have been re-thinking how to 
build a sustainable high quality world in education. 
We had all become frustrated that there seemed to be 

far too many children not achieving enough and far too many 
schools that were resistant to all attempts to improve them. We 
have come a long way since the turn of the century and now 
we are cementing those changes into a new regional system of 
intervention and oversight for academies and free schools; but 
first a little history.

Without doubt the City Technology Colleges (CTCs), 
although at great expense, had found a way to overcome many of 
these issues. The Labour government decided to see if this could 
be replicated, but on a grander scale: so from 15 CTCs in 2000, 
there were 203 academies in 2010. The vast majority of these 
were created from failing schools that had been sponsored, but 
in a few cases the sponsor, whether individual or educational 
organisation, mostly schools, had started to establish a group 
of schools under one governing body and an executive leader 
or accounting officer. I was fortunate to find myself in such a 
position, as we were about to take on our third school and a 
couple of others had approached us to join the group, Leigh 
Academies Trust.

In 2010 the coalition government decided that the success 
it saw in these 200 academies was something that it wanted 
to replicate. It saw autonomy as key and hence allowed all 
‘outstanding’ and ‘good’ schools to have the same freedoms 
from local control as the existing academies. The next five years 
saw dramatic changes to the schools landscape, with significant 
numbers of high-performing schools, especially large secondary 
schools, choosing the freedoms of academy status. As schools 
chose to convert, increasing numbers chose to convert together 
in groups or to grow their groups over time. In doing this, these 
schools had to understand the difference between running their 
‘corner shop’ as opposed to managing a chain of stores. 

Alongside the academy programme the government also 
introduced the Teaching Schools programme and Teaching 
School Alliances (TSAs), whose role was to build the capacity of 
the system to collaborate and generate improvements. Amongst 

others things TSAs: train new teachers, build leadership, and 
support schools that are struggling using the National Leaders 
of Education network. There are now 599 TSAs involving more 
than half the schools and academies in England.

So today we have over 5000 academies and free schools 
(5043 to be precise) of which 60% are in Multi Academy Trusts 
(MATs). Incidentally there are more primary academies than 
secondary, and although academies only make up around 23% 
of schools, they employ 39% of all education staff and educate 
37% of children.

It became evident that the increasing numbers of academies 
and free schools required a new approach, and that decisions 
should be taken closer to the ground, with education leaders 
should have a stronger influence on those decisions. So in 
September 2014 the eight Regional Schools Commissioners 
(RSCs) opened their offices and started work in earnest. 

The RSCs are supported by a team of officials based in their 
region and also by teams from across the Department. Each RSC 
has a local Headteacher Board of outstanding leaders to advise 
them. The board’s membership is made up of four outstanding 
heads elected from the academies sector, and two to four 
appointed or co-opted leaders to ensure that there is sufficient 
expertise and representation.

For most of their first year the RSC’s remit included academies 
and free schools in need of additional support, recruiting and 
supporting sponsors, making decision on schools that are 
performing well and wish to apply to convert to academy status 
and approving other significant changes to academies and free 
schools. Since July the RSCs have also taken on responsibility 
for tackling underperformance in maintained schools through 
sponsored academy arrangements. And, as we know from the 
current legislation working through Parliament, their brief (if the 
Bill is agreed by Parliament) is about to be extended to support 
and intervention for ‘coasting’ schools. 

The development of the RSC’s role feeds into debates, as seen 
in articles from Robert Hill, such as ‘The Missing Middle’, about 
what national, regional and local structures should be in place to 
oversee and support an autonomous schools system to deliver a 

Regionalisation in a 
collaborative world
Head teachers are crucial in the MAT system, 
believes Schools Commissioner Frank Green
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world class education to pupils. 
One of the clearest signs of the best way to develop things 

has been the amazing success of a significant number of MATs, 
but also the analysis of those Trusts that have had a high profile 
because they got things wrong. I know, from my own experience, 
that growing a MAT is not like growing a single school. It is 
like growing a business, and one which requires a corporate 
structure. It is here that some MATs have struggled and have had 
to learn some tough lessons.

So where to now? The mantra has been, and continues to be, 
that we are creating ‘a self-managing, self-improving system’. We 
have put the building blocks in place and it now comes to you, 
the leaders of that system in schools, academies, TSAs, MATs and 
local authorities to take ownership and convince government, by 
your actions and your successes, that you can be trusted to lead 
the system. We have come far, but we still have a long way to go.

For me there are two main pieces of evidence - which I have 
often spoken about but are worth reiterating - that need to be the 
considered. Those two pieces of evidence are:

•	 80% of what happens in a school is directly attributable to 
the Headteacher, whether it is something good or something 
that has gone wrong (Hay Mcber, 1997);

•	 only one third of Headteachers are outstanding, according to 
HMCI reports of the past five years at least, and it was also 
true in 1998.

So I started thinking then, how can we spread or share the skills 
and talents of the best leaders across the system. As an engineer 
I always look for the simplest solution, which in this case would 
suggest that if we put an excellent Headteacher, as an Executive 
Head, in charge of three schools each, then we would essentially 
solve the problem! Well we know that can’t happen overnight 
since we have an existing system that has been built up over 
more than a century and attitudes about what school is and 
what effective schooling means do not change overnight. And, as 
noted earlier, building and achieving success in a chain of schools 
is not the same as managing a single school. So revolutionary 
change is out and evolutionary change is in.

However, I firmly believe that a school system that is built 
largely on MATs and overseen by RSCs is the direction of travel 
that is most likely to achieve educational success for the greatest 
number of our children and young people. When the MAT gets it 
right, the schools become part of greater whole and no longer see 
themselves as individual entities. When the corporate structure 
is right, governance becomes stronger and leadership is properly 
distributed and developed from the outstanding leaders at the 
top. Talented staff are able to impact on the lives of all children 
in the MAT, grow their careers in a range of environments and, 
of course, significant savings are made by the centre that can 
release more resource for teaching and take away administrative 
tasks from teachers. And when things go wrong decisions about 
interventions are made locally, by educational experts who have 
a range of options to draw on from sponsorship, TSAs, National 
Leaders of Education and school-to-school support.

So what of the centre and my role as National Schools 
Commissioner? Well I have to oversee the regional system, keep 
an eye on the RSCs and ensure that we have as much fairness and 
consistency across the regions, as well as advising government 
and promoting MATs, academies and free schools. Early reports 
suggest that the RSCs are having considerable impact on the 
system, particularly in taking action to drive improvements in 
academies and free schools, where that is needed. 

Finally it is most pleasing to see how both the main 
Headteacher organisations, NAHT and ASCL, are broadly 
supportive of the changes and keen to take up the leadership 
role required by a truly self-managing, self-improving system. 
The scene is now set for next stage of a more autonomous but 
collaborative system that will allow our outstanding leaders the 
opportunities to make sure that all children have a good chance 
of a better life. Whilst we still have challenges to overcome, the 
skies are definitely bluer on the horizon. I look forward to help 
from you all in moving our system from good to great.

Frank Green, Schools Commissioner
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Autonomy and accountability

W
e can expect that the rate of 
change for our education system 
under the new Conservative 

government will continue unabated. We 
held an event recently at which Schools 
Commissioner, Frank Green, spoke to the 
chief executives of more than 20 multi 
academy trusts. His insights into the 
likely future direction of our schools were 
fascinating but school leaders also raised a 
number of concerns.  

The event focussed primarily on the 
development of the academy model, 
including the future role and expected 
growth of MATs, the role of the Regional 
School Commissioners, funding 
challenges and the role of Ofsted.

Strong Corporate Governance
It is clear that, underlying all of these 
imperatives is the need to ensure strong 
governance. The DfE’s track record 
in dealing with governance has been 
somewhat mixed over the last few years, 
but, under Lord Nash, we have more 
recently had a very clear steer as to what 
the DfE considers amounts to strong 
corporate governance. It is also fair to 
say that views differ as to whether the 
imperatives of the DfE actually reflect 
best practice, including, notably, the 
requirement that there must be a number 

of independent ‘members’ (akin to 
shareholders) of each multi academy 
trust. To the writer, this leads to a greater 
risk of persons who are not otherwise 
associated with the operation of the 
academies within the Trust being able 
to determine the make-up of certain 
members of the board of directors and 
the removal of any of them. It is not 
immediately clear why the structures 
which have been so successfully used by 
charities for many years (essentially, a 
flat governance model) do not work for 
academies. However, the DfE is being 
increasingly clear and prescriptive on this 
point – so those who want to grow have to 
accept the DfE’s line on this issue.

Regional focus
Regional Schools Commissioners 
will play an ever growing role in our 
education system. It is clear that they 
will form an essential role in driving 
forward the next stage of development of 
the academies programme, with greater 
collaboration between the RSCs and 
leading multi academy trusts being at 
the heart of this development. ‘Know 
your RSC’ is likely to be an advisable 
mantra going forward, both in terms 
of allocation of possible new projects 
for multi academy trusts but also for 

providing reassurance to the RSCs should 
a school get into difficulty. The degree to 
which functions of the Secretary of State 
are being delegated to RSCs is becoming 
increasingly apparent, with the RSCs 
in particular having a critical role in 
terms of the approval of any academy 
conversions within their regions. 

Enough capacity?
The elephant in the room remains the 
capacity of the sector to develop to the 
extent desired by the DfE. Under the 
coalition, we achieved approximately 
5000 conversions. If all maintained 
schools are to become academies, there 
remain another 17,000 schools to be 
converted. It is unclear from where the 
capacity to convert the remaining local 
authority maintained schools will come. 
The DfE is clearly concerned about the 
growth of some of our largest multi 
academy trusts, with recent concerns 
about some of the very biggest with regard 
to their capacity to grow while improving 
standards being at the forefront of 
ministers’ thinking. Any growth of those 
largest trusts must surely increasingly be 
seen on a more organic basis. 

The future must be, at least partly, 
elsewhere, accordingly, but where? 
Outstanding and good schools are 

The growing pains of 
the academy model
The rapid expansion of the academies 
programme presents a number of 
challenges for the schools sector. 
Stephen Ravenscroft, a partner in Stone King’s 
education team, looks at the legal issues involved
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an obvious place to start and this has 
proven, in most cases, to be a sound 
model. Some struggle with the concept 
of transferring outstanding practice from 
one school to another, but many revel in 
the opportunities provided, driven by the 
desires to secure better outcomes for their 
children but also the possibilities in terms 
of career development for staff by having 
more than one school within a trust. 
Suddenly, the opportunity to retain that 
outstanding deputy by giving another 
role within the broader trust sounds very 
appealing. 

This model is easier to effect with 
outstanding and good schools working 
alongside weaker schools. The model 
can be harder to realise when a group of 
good schools want to work together. The 
DfE’s requirement to have one accounting 
officer inevitably leads to some difficult 
conversations. In some cases, the answer 
will be fairly obvious with one person 
prepared and willing to take on the role. 
In others, the discussions can be much 
more difficult.

It is also clear that the future will 
inevitably involve a significant degree 
of academisation of faith schools. This, 
in turn, can present its challenges with 
Dioceses understandably concerned about 
their schools ability to retain their faith 
ethos, yet schools are often torn between 
their communities of faith and their 
local communities. In some cases, there 
is a happy coincidence but, in others, the 
challenges in reconciling the two can be 
time consuming.

Testing times
Attendees at our event discussed the 
role of Ofsted going forward and 
the challenges posed by the current 
inspection regime. The meeting 
considered a different model for Ofsted 
with school leaders calling for more 
consistency, with realistic time being 
given for new sponsors to take control 
of schools before inspections take place. 
Concerns were also expressed about the 
lack of a clear framework with regard 
to inspections of multi academy trusts. 
Yet it is equally clear that inspections 
are required and that they must remain 
rigorous if they are to have any real merit.

An interesting future
We may look back on the Coalition 
Government as a relatively 
straightforward phase in the development 
of the academy model. Sure, there were 
teething problems and casualties along 
the way, but many of those converting 
were enthusiastic supporters of the model. 
The new government is, by contrast, 
likely to see a more challenging set of 
circumstances. Those schools which are 
still maintained have stayed maintained 
for a range of factors from apathy to an 
inability to convert on their own given 
weaker standards. Encouraging, cajoling 
or forcing these schools to convert will 
present a much greater challenge. While 
the concept of coasting schools will help, 
this category will only deal with a small 
proportion of the remaining schools. 
It will be interesting to see, therefore, 

how the DfE will encourage greater 
compliance. 

The pressures of operating a multi 
academy trust demonstrate themselves 
on a number of levels, including, notably, 
finances. In years gone by, academies 
were in a more favourable financial 
position, with the flexibility to spend 
monies previously held back by their 
local authority on matters of concern to 
the trust. That flexibility still exists, but 
the amount of money has been eroded 
significantly. Further, for failing schools, 
the money available now to support 
the sponsorship process is all too often 
insufficient to enable the required step-
change in education. 

Against this background, those good 
and outstanding schools are questioning 
now just how they can grow and improve 
standards in a sustainable sense. The DfE 
must be alive to this issue – it will now be 
fascinating to see this next phase unfold. 
2020 vision, anyone?

 

Stephen Ravenscroft is a 
partner in Stone King’s 
education law team and 
has been involved in the 

academies sector for 
the last 14 years. He has 

advised more than 50 
sponsored academies and 
more than 100 converter 

academies

Under the coalition, we achieved 
approximately 5000 conversions. If all maintained 
schools are to become academies, there remain 
another 17,000 schools to be converted



22  |  Autumn 2015

Policyz

D
ear Secretary of State,

In March 1943, Rab Butler, the young president 
of the Board of Education, went to Chequers to see 

Winston Churchill. After a weekend of playing bagatelle, 
dining and watching films of Tsarist Russia, Butler found 
a moment alone with him. The meeting with Churchill – 
leaning back on his pillows in a four-poster bed, night-cap on 
and with a large cat at his feet – was an unlikely beginning for 
the most fundamental reform of the English education system, 
but that night the prime minister signed off on what became 
the 1944 Education Act.

Seventy years on, the legacy of the Education Act is still 
widely felt. Butler’s Act introduced compulsory education to 15, 
with a clause to raise it to 16; any fee-paying at state schools was 
forbidden; and church schools were brought into the national 
system. Today we accept free primary and secondary education 
to 18 as a birth-right. The extraordinary becomes the everyday, at 
a faster and faster rate. 

Whilst changes are not permanent, change is. What is 
certainly true is that national politicians since 1944 have been 
unable to resist tinkering with and sometimes meddling in the 
nation’s classrooms. Greater autonomy has often felt like it has 
come with conditions attached – you are free to run your own 
schools as long as you do it the way we want you to.

The education story since 1944 has been one of conflict and 
consensus, with varying degrees of intensity: Shirley Williams 
recalls ‘going to education conferences in the 1970s to be 
crucified – you got spat at, you got shouted at, you got abuse 
hurled at you.’ And Michael Gove was certainly not the first 
education secretary to bring teachers out of their classrooms on 
to the street in protest.

What is needed today and tomorrow is mutual trust in 
education: between central government and teachers, and 
between local and national politicians. The successful future 
of our schools is one in which governments meddle less, and 

trust more. And teachers demonstrate an altogether new 
professionalism.

I have had the privilege of working with many of your 
predecessors and their Ministers over the past 25 years. 
Distinguished politicians have their framed photographs on 
the wall in the foyer of the Department of Education, dating 
back to Rab Butler, Ellen Wilkinson and the early post-war 
years. Your photo will one day join them, with your dates 
inscribed for historians to reflect on. Your influence over 
hundreds of thousands of everyday lives will be significant 
during your term in office, and perhaps beyond. (And while 
I write in this letter about schools, I recognise the other 
significant responsibilities you have for early years, further 
education, adoption and much besides.)

Education featured rarely in the May 2015 election campaign. 
At local level on the doorstep, voters spoke only of having a good 
local school – that was their proper message. The British public 
has rejected the idea of politicians ‘weaponising’ the National 
Health Service. When Sir David Nicholson retired from his 
post as Chief Executive of the NHS in April 2014, he declared 
that the ‘greatest enemy of a flourishing health service is the 
electoral cycle.’ Many in the education system say the same, that 
long-term planning necessarily eludes politicians with fixed-
term contracts. Might you be a pioneer and establish a parallel 
National Education Service, with a view to taking the detail of 
education practice out of the political arena? What a legacy that 
would be.

The distinguished brain surgeon Henry Marsh titled his 
recent autobiography Do no harm, a singular message he wishes 
to pass on to all doctors, reminding them of their founding 
Hippocratic Oath. As the Secretary of State, it must be tempting 
to tinker. Please make sure the first question you ask your DfE 
and political advisers is: ‘Do we need a new policy in education?’ 

There are two key areas of education policy and practice 
where we need your powerful democratic leadership: 

An open letter to the 
Secretary of State
Roy Blatchford, Director of the 
National Education Trust, asks 
for consistency and stability
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1. Establishing a fair funding system for schools across the 
country. There persists a geographical apartheid in formula 
funding which your predecessors have long wrestled with. 
Solutions are not easy, and in an age of austerity relative 
winners and losers are inevitable. But it cannot be right that 
a school in Camden receives twice as much as a school in 
Reading for an eleven year-old, the children living in very 
similar social contexts. For teachers in the Reading schools, 
the dice are unevenly loaded, and pupils’ outcomes reflect 
this disparity in budgets.

 2. Securing a sustainable stream of good entrants into the 
teaching profession. Last academic year I travelled the 
length and breadth of England working with headteachers. 
Rarely did a day pass without conversations with heads and 
governors around recruitment, and the disproportionate 
amount of time and money being spent on securing good 
teachers for every school. I know from the many outstanding 
civil servants I meet in your department just how vital a high 
quality workforce is.

Concentrate on these two pivotal issues and you will win 
plaudits from 25,000 headteachers, voters, and fellow politicians. 
Further, if you subscribe to the self-improving school system 
(rightly championed in the 2015 Headteachers’ Standards), 
you might set yourself to be a careful and thoughtful guardian. 
Don’t be tempted to put your indelible stamp on the Office with 
further initiatives. Rather, leave in five years’ time proud to have 
done no harm.

If you do stray beyond the two areas above, please opt for 
sustaining and embedding what has been legislated for in recent 
times: all schools good schools; raised levels of accountability 
and pupils’ achievements; the new curriculum and examination 
arrangements; pupil premium funding.

And though this counters my plea for little change, dare to 
be different in just one direction: suspend Ofsted inspections of 
good and outstanding schools for one year. Afford headteachers 

the space to shape that self-improving, self-regulating school 
system. Then go visit a hundred schools and ask their views.

Since I started my teaching career in a Brixton primary 
school in 1974, I have learned a few things about change in the 
workplace. Wise politicians too recognise that a cardinal feature 
of change is that some people will misunderstand or misinterpret 
what is being presented. Politicians recognise that when the 
winds of change blow, some people build walls while others build 
windmills. And that unintended consequences and events can 
torpedo the most accomplished planning documents.

Perhaps the celebrated American poet Robert Frost captured it 
best, when he wrote:

Why abandon a belief
Merely because it ceases to be true?
Cling to it long enough, and not a doubt
It will turn true again, for so it goes.
Most of the change we think we see in life
Is due to truths being in and out of favour.

I’m sure the profession, governors, pupils and parents wish you 
well in your Office of State. Most of all we wish you continuity in 
that office, five years in which to see a job well done. 

With a little more time, I would have written you a shorter 
letter. Less is always more.

Yours sincerely
Roy Blatchford
Director, National Education Trust: nationaleducationtrust.net

Roy Blatchford is author of The Restless 
School and A Practical Guide: National 

Standards of Excellence for Headteachers, 
published by John Catt Educational

Dare to be different in just one direction: 
suspend Ofsted inspections of good and 
outstanding schools for one year. 
Afford headteachers the space to shape that self-
improving, self-regulating school system. Then go 
visit a hundred schools and ask their views
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From FASNA

FASNA at 
The Academies Show 
April 2015
The FASNA Keynote: ‘The future – What next?’ 

The FASNA Seminar:  
‘The Perfect financial Storm – what’s to be done?’

T
he April Academies Show in 
London fell during purdah and 
this gave FASNA the opportunity 

to use a keynote address to look above 
and beyond election sound bites; the 
unremitting focus on short term matters 
around structures; and which party was 
going to fund schools the least worst. 
Delegates might have thought that this 
would be a time to remind the electorate 
what education is for, what politicians are 
trying to do and why this just might be 
important – ironic or what?

In a one world economy of 24/7 
connectivity; the explosion of internet 
and digital information (predicted 
to double in the next 10 years); and 
the expected virtual disappearance of 
unskilled jobs in the developed world, 
should the main focus really be upon the 
number of 5 A*to C passes at GCSE?

In the White Paper – ‘The Importance 
of Teaching 2010’ Michael Gove advised :

‘The challenge to our education system 
is not merely to improve year on year but to 
keep pace with the best education systems in 
the world’. 

He was inviting us to look upwards 
and outwards not inwards and 
downwards. So how are we doing?

UK compared to PISA average 
(OECD Report 2013/14)

Percentage of top and lowest performers
 UK OECD average
 Top Lowest Top Lowest 
Maths 12% 22% 13% 23%
Reading 9% 17% 8% 18%
Science 11% 15% 8% 18%
(15 year old students) 

This would seem to leave us with a bit 
to do then. Worse, Professor Yong Zhao 
mischievously, perhaps, suggests that we 
should strive to rush to the bottom of 
this table saying that PISA is a measure 
of student conformity to the system not 
a reflection of students’ ability, creativity, 
interpersonal skills, problem solving 
capacity, powers of initiative or sense of 
entrepreneurship - skills he believes are 
necessary to drive the global economy 
and for people to ‘succeed’ and feel 
fulfilled.

Landscape 2010 to 2015
In March 2010 there were just over 200 
‘sponsored academies’ rising from the 
ashes of ‘failed’ schools re-opened with 
new staff, new leadership, new governance 

and usually expensive new buildings – 
this was a Labour Party policy brought in 
by Andrew Adonis.

During the period of office of the 
coalition government the number of 
academes grew to some 5000, 70% of 
which were ‘converters’ with a ‘high-
performing’ DNA. There are now more 
primary academies than secondary. The 
pace of these developments is astonishing 
and there is now a clear determination 
from the Conservative government to 
accelerate the ‘academisation’ of the 
school system. This reflects an inexorable 
direction of travel of the last 25 years 
towards more autonomous schools or 
at least a school system outside local 
authority control – something along 
with a national scheme for fair funding 
for which FASNA has campaigned since 
its inception. The clear difference in this 
phase of structural reform is that schools 
will work in multi-academy trusts – the 
perspective of the stand-alone school is 
over. Collaboration is no longer desirable 
– it is essential and is compounded by a 
‘perfect financial storm’ which is brewing 
with cash-flat budgets and rising costs - a 
situation which schools must manage. 
There is no more money.



26  |  Autumn 2015

From FASNA

What next?
Well it wasn’t and isn’t difficult to predict 
that in addition to more academies there 
will be less funding for schools in real 
terms, less funding for Local Government, 
and more drawing on the already shallow 
pool of established school system leaders. 
Rather a surprising number of schools 
seem not to be fully prepared to meet the 
rising cost pressures that have been known 
to be in the system for some time.

Funding
What we know and have known for 
sometime

•	 NI	contributions	and	pension	
contributions are going up for all staff

•	 Staff	costs	are	going	up	through	
unfunded pay settlements for 
teachers and support staff in addition 
to incremental ‘drift’

•	 For	some,	the	convergence	of	post-16	
funding in the schools and FE sector 
will continue to bite

What’s to be done – what is the advice?
•	 Maintain	a	balanced	budget	–	it’s	

not a time to remove all support 
staff or to stop doing any building 
maintenance

•	 Decide	what	curriculum	you	want	
to offer students and the unit value 
of each element – for instance for 
literacy or numeracy or science or 
languages etc

•	 ‘Cost’	these	‘elements’	for	your	
curriculum provision

•	 Adjust	teachers’	contact	ratios	and/or	
group size

•	 Consider	whether	the	staffing	
structure is appropriate – looking 
at the number of leadership and 
management posts and the non-
teaching time given to these posts

•	 Question	whether	CEOs,	
principals, headteachers, deputies, 
assistant heads, ‘faculty heads’, 
‘departmental heads’, ‘staff with 
subject responsibilities’, ‘pastoral 
responsibility structures’ et al - 
models introduced in the 1990s - are 
still appropriate today

•	 Benchmark	your	curriculum	staffing	
structure and costs against other 
schools in similar circumstances

•	 Look	at	value	for	money	procurement	
with other schools and benchmark 
the costs

•	 Look	at	efficiencies	occasioned	by	
MATS

It’s not rocket science

Governance
It used to be said that the mark of 
outstanding schools was the quality of 
leadership and the quality of teaching 
and learning. It must now be recognised 
that these qualities need to be 
triangulated with effective governance. 
It is true that you won’t find outstanding 
schools which lack effective leadership 
and outstanding teaching but it is 
also true that where there are ‘failing 
schools’ you will find weak governance. 
The drive to add informed professional 
capacity to schools will gather pace – it 
has to.

What else –  
Recruitment Challenge
UK demographics show:

•	 Most	heads	are	approaching	
retirement and increasingly pension 
arrangements encourage early 
retirement

•	 Insurance	company	actuarial	
valuations show that the longer head 
teachers stay in post, the fewer years 
of retirement they will enjoy

•	 Fewer	teachers	want	to	become	head	
teachers 

•	 Schools	increasingly	have	to	advertise	
vacancies more than once and in 
rural schools and primary schools 
several times 

In the UK the number of unfilled 
vacancies for headship, deputy headship 
and leadership posts shows a three year 
upward trajectory as does the number of 
re-advertisements that are placed. This 
is true for both the maintained and the 
independent sectors. There is also wide-
spread difficulty in recruiting subject 
specialists at any level.

This is a global phenomenon.

Summary – in this Parliament 
there will be:

•	 More	autonomous	schools	in	MATS
•	 More	rigorous	public	accountability
•	 Greater	professional	capacity	required	

of governors
•	 More	school-led	leadership	of	the	

school system 
•	 A	need	for	head	teacher	recruitment	

to become smarter
•	 A	‘perfect	financial	storm’	that	will	

have to be managed not funded

Question
Government allocates nearly £100billion 
pounds to education of which roughly 
half goes to schools. Is the non-school 
budget being squeezed as hard as the 
schools’ share of the nation’s total 
education resource?

Tom Clark, Chair - FASNA

“It’s not rocket science”
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I
t is no secret that many schools and academies face financially 
challenging times over the next five years at least. The 
challenges are many and various but include:

•	 Salary increases
•	 Increases to employer costs (as a result of employer 

contributions to teachers’ pensions etc)
•	 At best, static income per pupil
•	 Issues around unfair funding in some areas and this 

compounded with falling numbers on roll for some 
organisations.

The reality for many Headteachers and CEOs is one of 
continually striving to provide outstanding outcomes for our 
students and attempting to turn around the performance of 
schools in Ofsted categories in short time periods with little or 
no funding available.

There is only so much that can be achieved through paring 
expenditure to the bone with savings as a result of centralised 
procurement, driving down prices on energy and phone bills etc 
but in a business where typically 80% of the organisations cost 
is based on staff salaries the reality is that staff reduction and 

Coping with the 
perfect financial storm 
– staff restructuring
Geoff Pettengel explains how the Shrewsbury Academies 
Trust have laid the foundation for financial stability



Education Specific  
Wide Area Networks
Schools Broadband works with a broad range of Trust Groups 
across the UK from single and dual trusts to larger Multi Academy 
Trusts. We specialise in creating Wide Area Networks for Multi 
Academy Trusts using Private LAN Services (VPLS) allowing the 
management of multiple school networks, servers and devices 
across multiple locations.

If your Academy is looking for a cost effective secure network 
across all your sites, with the flexibility to grow as you grow, speak 
to Schools Broadband today. 

With a lot of ‘hosted’ applications, such as SIMs, a steady reliable 
and fast internet connection is an absolute necessity for us. We are 
impressed by the way Schools Broadband is run: the communication 
and support was good during the migrations, the technical team were 
very efficient and easy to talk to and they do their utmost to ensure 
that any downtime is kept to a minimum.

Chris Bennett, IT Network Administrator  
The Faringdon Academy of Schools

FAoS is a Multi-School Academy consisting of one sixth form school, 
6 primary schools and an infant school.

“
”

The VPLS (Virtual Private LAN Service) with the integrated firewall has given us the ability 
to create a GLF Schools private wide area network securing all our sites behind one firewall. 
What’s more, we can now make changes to the firewall ourselves, saving both time and 
money. Now the VPLS is in place, it is delivering more than we could have hoped for.

Luke Nicolaou, IT Director  
GLF Schools

GLF is a 12 site Multi-School Academy consisting of one 
secondary school, 9 primary schools and 2 junior schools.

Schools Broadband is an Internet Service Provider dedicated solely to 
education. We are experts in connectivity providing world-leading Web 
Filtering and Network Protection as standard. Call us to find out more.

”
“

0113 88 77 632
www.schoolsbroadband.co.uk

http://www.schoolsbroadband.co.uk
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restructuring is the only way to make any kind of substantial 
cost saving.

I am certain that this scenario rings true and sounds very 
familiar to school leaders across the country and I am sure that 
an increasing number of school leaders will have to face this 
challenge over the course of the next few years.

In this short article, it is my intention to explain the financial 
challenges we are facing in the Shrewsbury Academies Trust over 
the next few years and how we have attempted to resolve our 
particular situation to create a sustainable secondary education 
system for our students in the north of Shrewsbury.

I was the substantive Headteacher at Sundorne School, 
Shrewsbury from September 2008 until August 2013, we enjoyed 
considerable success in improving our students outcomes 
during this time. When the neighbouring Grange School, one 
and a half miles away, serving a very similar catchment area 
was placed in special measures in February 2012 the LA asked 
myself and my then Chair of Governors, Dave Bennett, if we 
would consider supporting The Grange in the form of a local 
authority ‘hard federation’. This led to the establishment of the 
North Shrewsbury Federation on 25th June 2012 with myself as 
Principal across the two schools, one federated governing body 
and the Federation inheriting the finances of both schools.

I look back on those days and reflect at my naivety in terms of 
what we now call the ‘due diligence’ process. As a multi academy 
trust, the Shrewsbury Academies Trust would, of course, look 
at any potential new school very closely and subject the school 
to a thorough due diligence process taking into account the 
education improvement plan required and the current finances 
and projections based on NOR and future intake, the condition 
of the of the buildings and other elements which would 
potentially present risk to the Trust.

Back in 2012, the due diligence process consisted of my 
sitting in the Guildhall in Shrewsbury town centre with my 
Chair of Governors and a discussion with senior local authority 
officers. I asked them about the budget of The Grange School, 
whether there was any deficit or expected deficit and what 
the NOR forecasts were. I was reassured by the local authority 
that the budget was sound, there was no deficit and the 
catchment area for The Grange would continue to provide 
sufficient numbers to sustain this financial situation until 
local demographic improved NOR towards 2018/2019. I left the 
Guildhall with a smile on my face and agreed with the Chair of 
Governors to undertake the project.

The North Shrewsbury Federation was very successful but 
short lived – after a few months I was being asked if I would 
convert Sundorne School to an academy and establish a multi 
academy trust to sponsor The Grange School. This resulted 
in the establishment of Shrewsbury Academies Trust, a co-
operative multi academy trust on the 1st April 2013. 

I am sure that many Headteachers who have become 
Accounting Officers and CEOs of multi academy trusts will have 

had a steep learning curve as I did and it didn’t take long to realise 
I needed an accountant on board. In January 2014 my accountant 
(Chief Financial Officer), presented me with financial forecasts 
for the next three academic years. This indicated an in-year deficit 
at The Grange School which grew from £60k in 2014/2015 to 
£350k in 2016/2017. Clearly some restricting was necessary.

When I became Principal of the North Shrewsbury 
Federation, I also became Acting Head of School at The Grange 
School and it soon became apparent that the NOR was falling 
dramatically and the school was overstaffed on both teaching 
and support staff. Unfortunately I had to implement a year on 
year redundancy process which has now become an annual 
event at The Grange. We call for voluntary redundancy every 
December/January and unfortunately we also have to make 
compulsory redundancies as required on an annual basis.

It had been my original intention to run the two schools 
as separate entities with some shared staffing and some joint 
GCSE options, possibly even a shared 6th form providing for the 
particular needs of our community. When presented with the 
financial forecasts in January 2014 it was very clear that there was 
only one solution to the financial abyss into which The Grange 
School was sliding and that was to merge the schools into one 
secondary school serving the north Shrewsbury community. It is 
a very serious and challenging decision to effectively close a local 
secondary school and reshape the future secondary education 
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for decades to come but it was the only sensible option both in 
the interests of the students and the ongoing sustainability of 
secondary education in the north of the town.

In November 2013, I approached the EFA for financial support 
to help The Grange School through a difficult interim time until 
NOR recovered. However, the EFA are unable to grant monies 
and instead offer an interest free loan in the form of an advance 
on future GAG payments. There is an expectation that this grant 
is repaid in full.

They also advised that the member schools of Shrewsbury 
Academies Trust are expected to pool their monetary resources, 
before any financial support is offered, or in other words, to 
make good any shortfall in financially challenged member 
schools such as The Grange.

At that point in time, we entered into ongoing discussions 
with the EFA regarding this support and were requested to 
submit various business plans demonstrating how we would 
move to a fully financial recovery position with the ability to 
repay all the money borrowed in full over a five-year period. 
Discussions commenced in November 2013, are ongoing 
and although the EFA have approved support for the current 
academic year and 2015/2016, our negotiations and increasingly 
close relationship with the EFA is likely to continue for several 
years to come. 

The recovery plan and restructure seemed simple at first; 
it was to merge the existing two small secondary schools, The 
Grange and Sundorne School to create a new single school with 
the suggested name of Shrewsbury Academy serving a catchment 
area of both schools and further afield.

The Board of the Shrewsbury Academies Trust had a Vision 
Day in which the one school solution was put forward with 
the preference that this new school be supported by capital for 

a brand new building. This positive vision was publicised and 
consulted on with the local community and all stakeholders in 
May/June 2014. The rationale being that the educational benefits, 
breadth of curriculum and resources this would provide the local 
community would create a sustainable model of education for 
generations to come. 

The financial situation at The Grange continued to 
deteriorate despite significant reductions to staffing. NOR 
at The Grange continued to fall at a faster pace than we were 
able to make staff redundant, the cause of this was partly 
demographic factors and partly a result of the ‘special measures’ 
category and reputational damage.

A bid was put into the PSBP2 programme for a new 
school rebuild and at the same time the Board of Shrewsbury 
Academies Trust established a task group with the specific remit 
of putting forward a suitable short/medium term plan to resolve 
the financial difficulties whether or not capital became available 
for a new build. 

The task group examined a range of possibilities regarding 
a one school solution with two sites, however as our bid under 
the PSBP2 programme was unsuccessful they ultimately put 
forward a proposal which was approved by the Board that from 
1st September 2016 the new school would take the shape of an 
upper school serving Years 9-11 on the Sundorne site and lower 
school serving Years 7-8 on The Grange site. This proposal went 
to formal consultation on 29th January 2015.

A seven week public consultation with many parent, pupil 
and staff consultation meetings involving both secondaries and 
feeder primaries as well as the wider community was undertaken. 
This was at times quite stressful and challenging. We listened to 
our stakeholders and changed our proposal. 3500 stakeholder 
questionnaires were issued - 1500 were returned and analysed.

Parents in particular did not like the additional transition that 
a lower/upper school split site would create. The Board decided 
to go ahead with the proposed merger, creating one secondary 
school but with the Sundorne site expanding and taking all Y7 
from September 2016.

A leadership team structure for the new school has been 
published and some leadership posts have already been lost 
through ‘natural wastage’.

Staff across both schools will be given the opportunity for 
voluntary redundancy in October 2015. We hope to be able to 
make most staffing reductions through voluntary means. 

The new school will have 870-900 on roll and we are certain 
will be sustainable and successful for decades to come.

This has been a challenging project but one that has laid the 
foundation for financial sustainability.

Geoff Pettengell
Executive Principal & CEO

Shrewsbury Academies Trust

Staff across both 
schools will be given the 
opportunity for voluntary 
redundancy in October 
2015. We hope to be able 
to make most staffing 
reductions through 
voluntary means 
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F
unding per school pupil aged 5-16 
has been steadily increasing in 
real terms during the last decade, 

according to a new report from Reform – 
a policy organisation that monitors public 
spending. They found that between 1998 
and 2009 it grew at a rapid rate, increasing 
on average by nearly six percent a year. 

However, since 2010 growth has been 
much slower, averaging 0.7 percent a year. 
Despite a decline in funding, the UK’s 
schools budget now stands at £39 billion 
and remains the third largest ring-fenced 
budget in public spending, after the NHS 
and defence.

The perceived logic behind these 
increases over the last decade-and-a-half 
is that additional funding equals better 
outcomes for each student, but separate 
research conducted by the Department 
for Education (DfE) indicates that this 
may not always be the case and Reform 
have said that they have found little 
correlation between per pupil funding 
and results in English and maths at the 
end of primary and secondary school. 

In order to measure outcomes the DfE 
uses the contextual value added score, 
which compares whether pupils within 
a school are making more or less level 
progress than their peers from a similar 
background through the key stages. 

Other factors including outcomes at KS1, 
SAT’s and GCSE’s are all considered Key 
Performance Indicators.

However, the analysis carried out by 
Reform has shown that greater funding 
alone will not improve pupils’ results. 
Their research found multiple cases where 
schools achieved exceptional results with 
relatively low per pupil funding. 

Instead they pointed to efficiency as 
the main factor. They found that on a fair 
comparison of per pupil funding, some 
schools spend twice as much as others to 
achieve the same results for their pupils. 
But what does this research mean for the 
academy sector, which suffers from the 
same variation in per pupil spending that 

maintained schools are experiencing?
Academy schools are required to 

conduct annual financial audits, but these 
are not required to assess the ability of 
the academy to translate funding into 
outcomes for pupils, which makes it 
difficult to determine the effectiveness 
of per pupil funding in each school. 
Whereas Ofsted are required to consider 
outcomes and impacts, but are not 
expected to make direct judgements on a 
school’s spending.

Rob Stokes, Client Director at 
UK200Group member firm Randall & 
Payne Accountants LLP, said: “Funding 
of schools is a very emotive subject as 
it impacts on a large proportion of the 

Are schools achieving 
value for money?
New research from leading policy institute Reform 
has shown that while funding has increased 
within schools, student outcomes have not 
necessarily correlated from the additional funds

There is, as seems to be 
the norm in the public sector, 
the thought that the answer 
to most problems is to throw 
more money at the problem



Contact: Michelle McDonald
Phone: 01926 678490
Email: michelle@contourschools.co.uk
Website: www.challengertrust.org

“I was proud when people 
listened to me when I was a 

leader. It was great fun to act 
out the explorer’s adventures 

with a team of new friends and 
now I’m really excited about 

moving up to the big school.”

SOPHIE
AGE 10, ESSEX

“I was totally stuck, 
thinking it was 
impossible. I screwed 
up my courage and 
moved my foot; then 
other handholds and 
toeholds opened up in 
front of me and it wasn’t 
impossible at all. I think 
life might be like this.” 

JOSH
AGE 14, SOUTHWARK

“I loved map reading on 
our Learn to Lead Award  
and now I want to study 

geography at university.” 

AIKA
AGE 18, BIRMINGHAM

What is your response to the  
character building agenda?
About the Challenger trust
•	 Over	the	past	16	years,	we	have	helped	over	

40,000	young	people.
•	 The	Challenger	Multi-Academy	Trust	(CMAT)	

was	approved	as	a	sponsor	in	2014.

The Need
•	 Providing	a	supportive	environment	for	

study	where	honesty,	character	and	fair	play	
are	highly	valued.

•	 Pupils	will	learn	to	manage	failure,	the	ability	
to	try	again	and	the	ultimately	rewarding	
feeling	of	mastering	something	–	an	
important	lesson	for	every	stage	of	life.

•	 By	broadening	outlooks	and	accelerating	
development,	together	we	can	inspire	
them	to	find	more	enjoyment	and	value	
in	adventurous	expeditions	and	key	skills	
development	–	and	ensure	they	are	better	
equipped	to	deal	with	whatever	life	throws	
at	them.	

•	 If	young	people	embrace	challenges,	in	the	
long-term	they	can	expect	excellence.		

Priorities
The	Challenger	Trust	provides	long-term,	
character	building	programmes	including:
•	 Online	performance	measurement	tool	for	

‘My	Journey’:	life’s	expedition	model	for	
recording	and	learning	from	progress

•	 Pupil	to	pupil	leadership,	mentoring	and	role	
modelling

•	 Residentials	for;	exam	revision,	secondary	
and	sixth	form	transition

•	 Funding	solutions
•	 Tailor-made	school	trips	at	a	significantly	

reduced	cost	which	will	have	several	
purposes;	covering	the	curriculum	and	
character	building.

The	new OfSTED Inspection criteria	‘Better	
Inspection	for	All,	February	2015’	will	include	the	
character	building	key	focuses	of	The	Challenger	
Trust;	personal development, behaviour  
and welfare.	

We	work	collaboratively	in	disadvantaged	
communities	to
•	 Raise	achievement
•	 Improve	behaviour
•	 Reduce	exclusions
•	 Increase	attendance
•	 Improve	staying	in	learning	rates.

Current partners include;	L.E.A.D.	Academy	
Trust,	Nottingham;	Core	Education	Trust,	
Birmingham;	Castle	Partnership	Academy	
Trust,	Suffolk;	Torch	Academy	Gateway	Trust,	
Nottingham;	Academies	Enterprise	Trust;	and	
our	own	Challenger	Multi-Academy	Trust.

Challenger trust - Advert   1 19/08/2015   12:52

mailto:michelle@contourschools.co.uk
http://www.challengertrust.org


Autumn 2015  | 33

Finances

population. The circumstantial evidence 
presented by Reform would suggest that 
the current model of funding doesn’t 
work; this is however distorted by the 
differing reporting requirements within 
the education sector. 

“Academy and free schools 
have significantly higher reporting 
requirements and therefore the funding 
allocation and how it is spent is far more 
transparent. This leads to an easier 
assessment of whether the funding 
allocation is fair and whether the way 
it has been spent leads to the required 
outcomes and is therefore good value for 
money. 

“However, there is a lack of clarity and 
transparency over the spending of those 
schools still retained within the local 
authority (LA) umbrella. Whilst headline 
figures of funding per pupil are available 
for the total pot available to the LA, there 
is no reporting of a similar nature to that 
requires academies to provide a consistent 
comparison of value for money and 
effectiveness of resources use.

“There is, as seems to be the norm in 
the public sector, the thought that the 
answer to most problems is to throw more 
money at the problem. It seems to be the 
fact that schools will by the nature be 
headline news if something detrimental 
happens, also drives the fact that hard 
decisions are reluctantly made and so 
putting more money into the pot is often 
the easier answer. 

“Less focus is made of poor financial 
performance within LA schools as 
its impact is less obvious than within 
the academy sector. There have been, 
anecdotal evidence would suggest, more 
Headteacher movements within Academy 
Schools as Governors see the direct 
impact of failings through their budget as 
pupil numbers fall. This may just be again 
taking the easy option rather than dealing 
with the root cause of non-performance 
throughout the school, to which the call is 
‘we are short of money’.”

However, Paul Bartlett, Senior 
Manager at UK200Group member firm 
Price Bailey LLP, has said that there are 
more pressing issues going forward for 
academies, in particular further cuts to 
real term school budgets, which will see 
schools spending more money, while 
getting less back in return.

“From 1 September 2015, the 
employer’s contribution rate to the 
Teachers Pay Scales will increase from 
14.1 percent to 16.4 percent. In addition 
to this government imposed cost 
increase, almost all employees of schools 
are contracted out of the state pension 
scheme,” said Paul.

“This means that both the employee 
and (more importantly) the employer 
both pay a reduced rate of NIC. From 
1 April 2016 this lower rate is being 
removed and so employee rates will 
increase by 1.4 percent and employer rates 
will increase by 3.4%. A crude calculation 

would indicate that the cost of this 
increase on a £3m annual wage bill could 
be in excess of £100,000. 

He added that increased pension 
and National Insurance contributions 
were just two ways in which all schools, 
including academies, were being forced 
to pay more and that the additional cuts 
to the Education Services Grant received 
by academy schools would place extra 
pressure on their ability to make effective 
efficiencies and achieve value for money.

“With school budgets being cut back 
by decreased funding levels and an 
increase in costs, it would seem that there 
is a political undercurrent encouraging 
more collaboration between schools to 
achieve value for money in the sector by 
sharing costs, either by way of soft or hard 
federations,” added Paul. 

UK200Group is an 
association of separate 

and independently owned 
and managed chartered 
accountancy and lawyer 

firms, and as such each has 
no responsibility or liability 
for the acts or omissions of 

other members. UK200Group 
does not provide client 
services and it does not 
accept responsibility or 
liability for the acts or 

omissions of its members

“From 1 September 2015, the employer’s 
contribution rate to the Teachers Pay Scales will 
increase from 14.1 percent to 16.4 percent. In 
addition to this government imposed cost increase, 
almost all employees of schools are contracted out 
of the state pension scheme”
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K
eeping abreast of the changes in academy funding is 
a balancing act in itself, but many would have been 
concerned at how hard it was to produce a budget that was 

not in deficit for the year to 31st August 2016.
The stark fact that funding from the Education Funding 

Agency is stagnant at best and teachers’ salaries and pension 
costs are rising means that the sector is facing some difficult 
choices, though schools converting to academy status 
continue to do so, even without the financial incentives given 
in earlier years. 

It is useful to separate primary schools, secondary schools 
and Multi Academy Trusts from each other in any analysis of 
the situation facing them. This can start from historical facts to 
help us to understand how to forecast the future. Increasingly, 
Primary schools have relied on the Capital improvement fund 
to make up for operational deficits and other schools the Pupil 
premium, where appropriate - both of which help revenue, but 
challenge cash flow.

Benchmarking has its uses, but most schools lie within a 
reasonable band of their peers and those that do not, will have 

some special reasons for this, or will already be taking action to 
address it. 

Benchmarking surveys are usually well behind the event, by 
the time figures are published and analysed. My firm undertakes 
its own analysis based on more than 40 academies in our client 
base and the figures I quote are taken from this for 2014. 

The main facts are that most independent schools spend 
between 65-75% of their expenditure on staff salaries and costs, 
with fee paying schools at the higher end of the scale. local 
authority run schools are even higher, at 80-85%. Staff costs as a 
percentage are also rising year on year. 

It is useful to compare academies with both LA maintained 
schools and fee-paying independents; most have come from 
being one and aspire to the best practices of the other. It is 
interesting that in terms of staffing costs, academies lie below 
both in terms of the proportion of income that is spent on staff 
costs. There is no doubt that to achieve excellence in education, 
a school needs to attract the best staff. In the fee paying sector it 
can do so by paying them well. For academies, cost analyses such 
as these may result in a drive to reduce costs; whereas, in order to 
achieve teaching improvements, they need to look at improving 
results for the same cost. It is also interesting to note that self 
generating funds in independently governed schools have stayed 
steady and are unlikely to help to make up any significant gap in 
funding.

In order to balance their budgets, academies are likely to have 
to take some strategic decisions. 

Primary schools may look at joining other schools in their 
area in MATs in order to share teaching resources. Other schools 
may look to changing their overall mix of teachers whereby 
younger, less expensive staff will need to make up in enthusiasm 
and ability what they lack in experience. Such actions are going 
to rattle sensitivities, but in the long term, will help produce 
change. When income is restricted, then balancing the budgets 
becomes a matter not just of how much you spend, but of how 
well you spend it.

Henry Briggs, senior partner of the 
Birmingham office of Haines Watts, Chartered 

Accountants, and a former school governor

Balancing the budgets
Henry Briggs looks at how academies can 
balance their increasingly squeezed budgets
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T
he eminent psychotherapist Carl 
Jung once noted: “One looks back 
with appreciation to the brilliant 

teachers, but with gratitude to those 
who touched our human feelings. The 
curriculum is so much necessary raw 
material, but warmth is the vital element 
for the growing plant and for the soul of 
the child.”
As a former teacher, I believe the 
importance of supporting the emotional 
wellbeing of a child and the vital role that 
schools play in this cannot be overstated. 
It is the underpinning and basic building 
block for every child as they come in 
to start their school day. There is an 
enormous pressure on schools to ensure 
that pupils reach standards of academic 
excellence. Of course, this is important 
but, what of the equally important need 
to equip students with resilience and 
strength of character so that they leave 
school well-rounded and able to meet the 
challenges of employment and future life? 

Over the years through my work with 
Place2Be, I have spoken to hundreds of 
head teachers about this challenge. These 
conversations have only strengthened 
my firm belief that the two – that is, 
academic learning and mental health – 
are inextricably linked. 

More evidence of this connection 
comes in the form of a UK study 
published by the Department for 
Education, which found that pupil 
wellbeing predicted their later academic 
progression and engagement in school. 
For example, pupils with better emotional 
wellbeing at age seven had a value-

added Key Stage 2 score 2.46 points 
higher (equivalent to more than one 
term’s progress) than pupils with poorer 
emotional wellbeing1. 

It stands to reason that if children 
are dealing with distressing life 
circumstances, they will find it difficult 
to concentrate in class and their academic 
performance will suffer. Across the 235 
schools where Place2Be works, children 
often face a range of challenges - from 
being bullied in the playground to 
witnessing domestic violence at home; 
from bereavement to coping with a 
parent’s drug or alcohol addiction. 

We work closely with teachers to help 
them understand that a child who is 
‘acting out’ or misbehaving in class might 
simply be expressing a perfectly rational 
reaction to difficult circumstances at 
home. This not only affects the child’s 
own learning but also that of their 
classmates. If then we agree - that in 
order to achieve academic excellence 
schools must also support their students’ 
wellbeing - the question remains, how? 

A whole school approach 
The recent Department for Education 

‘Blueprint’ for primary and secondary 
school leaders outlined their ‘strong 
expectation’ that over time all schools 
should make counselling services 
available to their pupils. With services 
currently described as ‘patchy’ at best – 

this would be a great step forward. Our 
evidence indicates that around two thirds 
of children are ‘less of a burden’ in the 
classroom after receiving one-to-one 
counselling from Place2Be, and teachers’ 
data shows that a similar number improve 
in terms of learning. 

But it is only one piece of the puzzle. 
Yes, it is crucial that those pupils who 
are most in need of support have access 
to high quality therapeutic support but, 
in order to effectively promote good 
mental health, it is also important the 
wider school community, including the 
staff, parents and all pupils have access to 
support. This is what many are calling a 
‘whole school approach’ to mental health. 

A ‘whole school approach’ 
to mental health
Catherine Roche, chief executive of Place2Be, on 
the importance of supporting student wellbeing

1  Public Health England, November 2014, The link 
between pupil health and wellbeing and attainment: 
A briefing for head teachers, governors and staff in 
education settings 



http://www.phonicbooks.co.uk
mailto:enquiries@phonicbooks.co.uk
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Leadership and school ethos 
In our experience, to successfully 
embed a culture which supports 
positive mental health and 
wellbeing for the whole 
community, the approach 
must have commitment 
and buy-in from the 
senior leadership team. 

Ed Vainker, 
Principal at Reach 
Academy Feltham, co-
founded his school with 
a vision of ‘providing 
pupils with the skills, 
attitudes, and academic 
qualifications to flourish 
in any career and live happy 
and fulfilled lives.’

This ethos, with strong 
buy-in from the leadership team, 
permeates every aspect of school life. 
Supported by Place2Be, Vainker notes 
how a focus on child development and 
wellbeing has helped the school become 
more emotionally literate: “We’re more 
empathetic, more thoughtful, and more 
attuned to the needs of our pupils. We strive 
to provide them with a safe, stable and 
secure base, and to work more deeply with 
families and the wider community.” 

Staff development, health and 
wellbeing
It is not only children who are affected. 
Analysis by the Association of Teachers 
and Lecturers in March this year suggests 
that almost four out of ten teachers quit the 
classroom less than a year after qualifying. 

Pendle Primary Academy, a school 
working with Place2Be which had 
previously been in special measures, has 
recently been listed as a ‘Top Performing 
and Improving School’ in a Government 
IQ	report.	In	particular,	the	school’s	
work to keep pupils safe was rated as 
Outstanding by Ofsted in 2015, with 
“excellent opportunities for pupils to 
confide any worries they might have”. 

Julie Burnside, Executive Principal 
for Primaries at Pendle Education Trust, 
highlighted the role that her staff play in 

embedding a whole school approach to 
mental health: “To make sure children are 
performing at their optimum, we need staff 
at their optimum. At our schools, we have 
a commitment to providing opportunities 
for staff to offload – whether that’s about 
something in their own lives, or particularly 
challenging needs in the classroom. I 
actively encourage staff to use Place2Be’s 
support – called Place2Think – to help 
them deal with those issues. The end game 
for all of us is the best outcome for the 
children.” 

Burnside added: “We also devote time 
to staff training, asking the team to imagine 
themselves in the distressing scenarios that 
the children face. We’re all under pressure 
to hit targets, but we need to make sure 
children are in the right place mentally 
before they can learn.” 

Working with parents and carers
We also recognise the significant impact 
that parental mental health can have on 
children. 

Sarah Murray, Head Teacher at Haveley 
Hey Primary School (part of the Children 
of Success Schools Trust) highlighted 
the need to involve parents and carers 

in any approach to pupils’ emotional 
wellbeing: “We have a team who 

help parents to understand their 
role in giving children what 

they need. Place2Be sits at 
the heart of it. Through the 
work of the Vulnerable 
Children’s Team, many 
parents are referred to 
meet with the School 
Project Manager and 
work through how they 
can help their children. 
It’s important as when 

a child comes in with a 
lot of emotional baggage, 

sometimes feeling quite 
unsafe, they are operating in a 

state of high anxiety, which is not 
conducive to good learning.”
We know from experience that 

delivering high quality counselling within 
the safe and trusted school environment is 
one of the best places for children to receive 
this support. Crucially, head teachers have 
a vital role to play to instil a culture across 
the whole school which builds their pupils’ 
resilience and equips them with the skills 
to cope with the challenges that we will all 
inevitably encounter as part of life – grief, 
loss, change and dealing with adversity. 
Staff and parents also need expert support, 
particularly when working with pupils who 
are especially vulnerable or at higher risk.  

Only when children are equipped with 
the tools to come to terms with their 
emotions, can school leaders hope to help 
them to concentrate in class, improve 
their capacity to learn and really thrive. 

Catherine Roche is Chief 
Executive at children’s 
mental health charity 

Place2Be which provides in-
school mental health services 
and training for school staff. 
For more information, visit  

www.place2be.org.uk or email 
catherine.roche@place2be.org.uk 

http://www.place2be.org.uk
mailto:catherine.roche@place2be.org.uk
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Crisis?  
What crisis?
Sir Michael Griffiths on the 
National Science Learning Network

S
chool leaders can be a miserable lot. We blame 
government, ministers, the DfE, industry, universities, 
Ofsted, exam boards … in fact, almost anyone, for 

creating problems for us. To quote the famous spiritual: ‘Nobody 
knows the trouble I’ve seen - nobody knows my sorrow’!

Have you a science or maths vacancy? “Find me a warm, 
upright and vaguely qualified teacher … Please!”

Maybe - as in the rest of our professional lives - we need to do 
something about it ourselves?

The problem
There is almost universal agreement regarding the importance 
of the STEM subjects (Science, Technology, Engineering & 
Maths) to our country. The most respected learned body - the 
Royal Society - recently published the excellent: Vision for 
Science and Mathematics Education for 2030. It called for greater 
emphasis on science and maths, increased focus on investigative 
skills, improved outcomes for pupils … and more inspirational 
teaching.

The CBI and many employers want more and better qualified 
STEM specialists.

Politicians too! At a parliamentary reception held at 
Westminster to celebrate 10 years of successful training of 
teachers and technicians by the National Science Learning 
Network, schools Minister Nick Gibb MP called for greater 
commitment to subject-specific training to create the most up-
to-date and effective workforce.

Graham Stuart MP - chair of the Education Select 
Committee - stated at the same event that the prosperity of 
our nation required our very best young minds to study STEM 
subjects post 16, and at university. We must ‘punch above our 
weight’ in the world.

So if science and maths and technology are so important, what 
is government doing to promote them? Not enough, I am afraid.

The government and Ofsted use accountability drivers 
to encourage certain behaviours. Introducing the EBacc has 
significantly affected uptake of foreign languages. Many schools 
have increased weekly English and Maths teaching in response to 
extra weighting for league tables.

But where is the encouragement to promote science?
Following loss of trust in teachers, assessment of practical 

skills will not even be part of the GCSE or A level science grade, 
but reported separately. What will be the effect on the quality 
and quantity of practical work? Will Heads encourage ‘the 
cheap option’; learn from texts, not by engaging in exciting (and 
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expensive) investigations?
In a recent survey of the most recently published 100 primary 

school Ofsted reports, not a single one so much as mentioned 
science.

Is it any surprise with all the focus on ‘literacy and numeracy’ 
- both vital I grant you - primary school teachers tend to ignore 
an aspect of the curriculum with which they are perhaps not 
too confident? We miss a trick; this is the very age to capture 
children’s enthusiasm for science.

Surely it is not beyond the wit of government to devise 
accountability measures that ensure ALL pupils get early 
experiences of the excitement of science? What better way to 
learn - in context - the importance of accurate number work and 
precise use of language?

In secondary schools, we have ‘bonus points’ for GCSE maths 
and English; if governments are so committed to STEM, surely 
an incentive could be found to drive positive behaviours here 
too? Bonus marks for each student doing a STEM A. level, or 
getting a place at university on a STEM course?

And of course we need excellent (and sufficient) science 
and maths teachers to deliver an exciting and stimulating 
curriculum. But: “Recruitment crisis” scream newspaper 
headlines.

So do we wait for governments and others to act - or do we 
embrace the problem and find solutions for ourselves? It is what 
we do best.

The solutions
Inspirational and well-trained teachers do not grow on trees - we 
have to grow them ourselves. Having got our teachers, we need 
to ensure they are up-to-date throughout their careers. And we 
need to retain them in the profession.

But first find your teacher.
Schools have increasingly taken on the role of Initial Teacher 

Training. My school first took trainees in 1998, and has trained 
literally hundreds of teachers - mainly in Maths, Science and 
Design technology - since, nearly all of whom are still in the 
profession - and still in our county.

We found own ex-pupils were coming back after graduation 
and taking jobs as Learning Support Assistants or Cover 
Supervisors before deciding whether to train as teachers. This is 
fertile territory. They know us. We know them. They know the 
school, our ethos, our procedures - and ‘our funny little ways’.

This can be taken one step further. Email addresses are 
garnered from departing students as they head off, bright-eyed 
and bushy-tailed, to their chosen university. We drip feed the 
thought… and in their final year before graduation, ask them if 
they have considered teaching, and if not why not, and if so why 
not come and train in our own Teacher Training arm?

Positive action, not moaning, brings results. We will only 
have access to science and maths graduates if we have positively 
encouraged our best students to take sciences at GCSE and A. 
level - and beyond. We should promote exciting extra-curricular 
opportunities in these areas as much as we do for sport and 
music. Science can be just as good for building teamwork and 
collaboration and leadership and individual excellence. 

But having nurtured and trained and appointed you teacher, 
what next?

Schools MUST invest in subject-specific professional 
development. Science changes so much faster than other subjects. 
It is not enough to rely on important generic stuff on assessment, 
behaviour management, or the latest zany learning theory. Our 
science teachers need up-to-date subject knowledge. This can 
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only come from external expert training, not just ‘sharing best 
practice’ with your local Teaching School, however good.

I know only too well that budgets are tight. And that 
professional development is a ‘soft target’, but successful 
industries maintain their R&D budgets through the difficult 
times. We must do the same.

How can you ensure quality training and value for money? 
A great place to start is the National Science Learning Network 
– comprising the National Science Learning Centre at York and 
the Science Learning Partnerships, one of which will be near you. 
Visit their website - www.slcs.ac.uk

Recent independent research has shown there is proven impact 
on teachers and their students as a result of investing in NSLN 
training. Teachers improve their practice, and are more likely 
to stay in the profession - and in your school. Students improve 
their examination outcomes. It is a win-win situation. And many 
courses are subsidised.

In summary
1. Demand accountability measures that encourage promotion 

of STEM subjects in primary and secondary schools.
2. Demand that investigation skills be an integral part of 

science examinations, since they are the essence of science.
3. Encourage your best pupils to study science beyond age 16 

and at university, with inspirational teaching and exciting 
extra-curricular opportunities.

4. Track your departing students and encourage them to 
become teachers.

5. Train your own graduate students in a local SCITT or 
Teaching School.

6. Encourage and support your teachers to attend subject-
specific professional development to create a team of 
outstanding practitioners.

Problem solved! You now have a fully staffed, outstanding 
department, ready to encourage your NEXT generation of 
teachers.

No need to be miserable after all!

Sir Michael Griffiths, former Headmaster,  
Northampton School for Boys

Past President, ASCL
Chair, NSLN Strategy Group
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A 
key theme emerging from 
government is that ‘all children 
should attend a good school’ 

and all children should ‘achieve more’ 
regardless of their individual starting 
point. School to school support and 
collaboration is seen as the lynch pin of 
a system which will enable this priority 
to be met. There are three important 
influences underpinning the theme.

1.  The Government’s strategic 
vision of Multi Academy Trusts 
(MATs)

It is quite clear that a local MAT with no 
more than about 15 different schools is 
to become the default option wherever 
possible. The rationale behind this is 
three-fold; a) the number of pupils will 
give capacity for specialists in the core 
curriculum particularly for the primary 
sector or for key areas in the secondary 
sector, b) cost efficient back office and 
support functions can be established, c) 
a self- managing self- improving system 
can be effectively developed to enable all 
schools in the MAT to succeed. 

The local geographic spread, it is 
hoped, will be a more manageable, more 
accountable model than MATs with 
schools spread across the country. Ofsted 
is still working on how to recognise and 
inspect the impact of the MAT in any one 
of its schools.

What does this mean for governors?

A key question for governors in stand 
-alone academies especially those in 
the primary sector is ‘How sustainable 

a model is this for us?’ This is not 
just about balancing the books as the 
financial storm hits all schools but 
about a potentially fundamental 
assessment of the curriculum offered and 
implemented by the school in the context 
of the government’s increasing pupil 
achievement expectations. 

The pressures, real terms reducing 
budgets, staffing costs ideally about 80% 
of the budget allocation and the need to 
have a relevant curriculum which meets 
the different abilities and aptitudes of 
all pupils demand a sustainable solution 
rather than a quick lucky fix of not 
replacing staff. In addition to these 
pressures, the additional scrutiny on 
‘closing the gap’ between the achievement 
of different groups of pupils, the size of 
the individual institution increasingly 
becomes a focus.

For a stand-alone academy governing 
body there is also the question ‘Do or be 
done to?’ ‘Do we actively seek out and 
develop local partnerships to form a 
MAT or wait until the DfE or Regional 
Commissioner tells us that as a good or 
outstanding school we should ‘sponsor’ 
i.e. support a local one or as a ‘coasting’ or 
failing school we must go into one.

The word is that the new Education 
Bill will make it easier for schools to 
leave one MAT and join a different one. 
In this instance or indeed when moving 
from a stand-alone to a MAT, the onus 
is on governors to have a complete 
understanding of the different levels at 
which ultimate accountability resides 
and the relationship between those levels. 

Under the new arrangements Ofsted will 
require information about the governance 
structure of any school or academy and 
will expect to speak to representatives of 
those responsible for governance.

2.  Changes to the Ofsted 
Handbook

From September 2015 Ofsted will conduct 
either a section 8 short one day inspection 
for a school previously judged good or 
better or a section five longer inspection 
for schools causing concern. There are 
new handbooks covering both types.

What does this mean for governors?

There is no separate paragraph 
specifically identifying how the 
effectiveness of governors will be 
judged; the performance of governors is 
included in the judgement about overall 
effectiveness and leadership of the 
school. There is some attempt by Ofsted 
to recognise the different governance 
models; the inspector will ‘establish 
what the governance structure of the 
school or academy is’ and ‘will seek to 
meet those responsible for governance’ 
… ‘this is likely to include members of 
the local governing board’ and ‘academy 
trustees’. Governors and trustees must 
therefore have a clear, well understood 
scheme of delegation which is evidenced 
by well clerked meetings at all levels 
and effective communication and 
accountability procedures.

A thread running through both types 
of inspection is how governors have 
challenged and influenced the progress 

Change is a constant in education
Joan Binder identifies some of the implications for 
governors in recent changes to the government’s 
strategic direction for education, the Ofsted 
Framework, and the DfE Governors’ Handbook
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of pupils in the school. There is a greater 
focus on the progress of all pupils in the 
school ‘now’ rather than a reliance on 
historic data although this will inform a 
judgement about trends of improvement 
or decline. It is clear that regardless of 
whether the school has a section 5 or a 
short section 8 inspection, governors 
will need to ‘track the progress of 
groups of pupils to ensure that none 
falls behind’, evidence that they are 
effectively holding the school to account 
for progress and provision of a ‘broad 
and balanced curriculum’ which meets 
the needs of all pupils. Contained within 
this general statement is the need also, 
to monitor the Pupil Premium Grant 
and challenge the school to identify how 
budget spending decisions have had an 
impact on progress for individuals as 
well as the group as a whole.

Another aspect is the much more 
explicit references to the pupils’ spiritual, 
moral, social and cultural development 
(SMSC) and the way pupils are prepared 
positively for life in ‘modern Britain’ 
being ‘at the heart of the school’s work. 
The separate elements of SMSC are 
defined in the Section five Handbook 
and would be a helpful checklist for 
governors in evaluating how well the 
school covers such concepts. The concept 
of British Values is less clearly articulated 
but includes such elements as democracy, 
mutual respect and individual liberty.

Safeguarding has been expanded to 
include ‘keeping pupils safe from the 
dangers of abuse, sexual exploitation, 
radicalisation and extremism’. Governors 
will need to know what the school is 
doing about the Prevent and other similar 
strategies. Whereas robust school data can 
evidence pupil progress it is more difficult 
to evidence how well the SMSC, British 
values and safety elements are embedded 
into the ethos of the school.

3. DfE Handbook
The latest edition of the DfE Governors’ 
Handbook has been developed to apply 
to all schools including academies. 
There are subtle tweaks to language; 

core responsibilities of a governing body 
are now described as core statutory 
functions making the link with 
accountability more explicit. The relevant 
extract (para 1.2) is reproduced below 

The core statutory functions of a 
Governing Body are defined by the 
Department for Education as:

1. Ensuring clarity of vision, ethos and 
strategic direction

2. Holding the headteacher to account 
for the educational performance of 
the school and its pupils, and the 
performance management of staff

3. Overseeing the financial performance 
of the school and making sure its 
money is well spent. 

These three statutory functions identify 
the priorities for a governing body and 
underline the need for professional and 
skilled governors. The Handbook also 
explicitly identifies the need for governors 

to ‘accept the seven principles of public 
life as set out by Lord Nolan’ (para 1.7). 

Alongside the ‘statutory functions’ of 
a governing body there are also ‘statutory 
duties’ but unhelpfully no reference to 
these in the DfE Governors’ Handbook.

These references identify a ‘golden 
thread’ of effective leadership and 
management and the need for a skilled 
and professional governing body 
challenging and supporting school 
leaders. Governors need to have a deep 
and accurate understanding of what the 
school is doing, why it is doing it and how 
well the outcomes impact positively on 
the progress of individuals and groups 
of pupils. To evidence their impact 
governors should be able to identify how 
they monitor the deployment of staff and 
resources to raise achievement and how 
well the education provided by the school 
equips pupils with the behaviours and 
attitudes necessary for success in the next 
stage of education. 



When did you last benchmark 
your ICT support?
•     Do you know if you’re paying too much?

•     Can you tell if you are getting the best advice?

•      Does your ICT strategy support and enhance your  
school development plans?. 

You might be getting the perfect service,  
but if you don’t check, you’ll never be sure!

3 free  
ICT guides  

to download

Answer 5 simple questions about your current 
ICT support and we’ll benchmark your service 
against thousands of other schools. 

 

Call 0808 172 9534 to book or visit:  

 .com/compareICT

http://www.RM.com/compareICT
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I
n May this year, Wakefield City Academies Trust (WCAT) 
was subject to a focused inspection by Ofsted. WCAT has 
been a multi-academy trust since August 2013 and has grown 

significantly over the last two years. 

Sara Boomsma: Wakefield City Academies Trust 
was recently inspected as part of a focused 
inspection by Ofsted. How was this experience?
Alan Yellup: As a relatively new and rapidly expanding, 3-19 
multi academy trust, I welcomed the opportunity for Ofsted to 
take an in depth look at our structures, practises, procedures and 
to gauge the impact of our work. I was confident that we would 
emerge from the inspection process further strengthened in our 
pursuit of providing high quality support and building capacity 
in academies facing difficult and challenging circumstances. 

The inspection was carried out over a period of two weeks. 
In the first week four academies (two secondary, two primary) 
received section 5 inspections whilst a further secondary was 
inspected under section 8. Telephone conversations were also 
held with a number of our sponsored academy leaders asking 
three questions: ‘how well does WCAT know the academy?’, 

‘what level of support is provided?’ and ‘what level of challenge 
does WCAT present?’ 

Week two comprised an onsite, three-day, visit by two 
HMIs who probed every aspect of our work through a detailed 
analysis of all documentation and in-depth interviews and 
discussions. 

Overall my experience of this inspection was hugely positive. 
Whilst it was a demanding process, it was robust, fair and carried 
out by an experienced HMI team who provided a professional 
level of challenge along with positive pointers for future 
development. 

Sara Boomsma: Ofsted commended your strong 
vision across the family of academies, how do you 
achieve this?
Alan Yellup: Having worked as a headteacher in challenging 
schools, a consultant head, a School Improvement Partner and 
a National Challenge Adviser, I quickly realised that sustainable 
improvement is a product of leaders at all levels, creating a 
positive school culture and strong ethos. Professional credibility, 
integrity, transparency, determination, a liberal helping of 

What is it like to be 
inspected as a MAT?
Sara Boomsma from Optimus Education spoke to Alan 
Yellup OBE, CEO of WCAT, about their recent inspection 
experience and what makes their MAT effective

Week two comprised an onsite, three-
day, visit by two HMIs who probed every aspect 
of our work through a detailed analysis of all 
documentation and in-depth interviews and 
discussions
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emotional intelligence and a sense of humour are crucial to 
successfully delivering this.

Whilst I remain wary of ‘one size fits all’ approaches, our 
trust vision and ethos is non-negotiable. It is requirement of 
each colleague on appointment that they buy in to it and operate 
accordingly. 

I think we achieve the strong vision because:
•	 the	vision	and	ethos	is	practised	by	all	Trust	staff
•	 we	constantly	remind	academies	and	their	stakeholders	of	

our vision and ethos
•	 new	schools	have	access	to	seeing	it	operate	first	hand	in	our	

other academies. 
•	 schools	see	the	success	it	brings	in	helping	to	raise	standards	

improve self-esteem and morale and reduce the loss of 
talented, but disillusioned staff.

Sara Boomsma: The schools that have joined the 
Trust have made a marked improvement, how does 
the Trust decide which schools to welcome into the 
family of academies?
Alan Yellup: We don’t decide. Any school wishing or asked 
to join the Trust is automatically welcomed irrespective of its 
Ofsted category, unless the process of due diligence highlights 
any potential significant financial damage. Schools either make 
a request to join or are recommended by DfE or local authorities. 

Our modus operandi is then explained to all key stakeholders 
and they make the final decision as to whether they join. 

Sara Boomsma: What’s next for WCAT?
Alan Yellup: We aim to expand to meet current requests 
for membership. Also, many schools request service-level 
agreements for specific support in areas such as English, 
leadership, behaviour management and financial management. 
Income generated from providing this support will be used to 
strengthen our core provision.

Increasingly we are being asked to share our trust structures 
with new and emerging Trusts and I envisage that our current 
portfolio of training programmes will be expanded to include all 
aspects of setting up and establishing a trust.

Alan Yellup OBE joins the speaker line-up at 
this year’s Optimus Education Multi-academy 

Trusts Summit. An exclusive VIP event for 
leaders of MATs nationwide, two days of 
talks from high-profile speakers, in-depth 

masterclasses and networking opportunities.
For more information please visit  

www.oeconferences.com/MATsummit

http://www.oeconferences.com/MATsummit
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Background and Process 
There is a growing trend amongst early converter academies to change their status from ‘standalone’ academies to multi academy 
trusts, in readiness for taking on converting schools or merging with other standalone academies. This is particularly pertinent in 
light of the proposed increase in the Secretary of State’s powers to force under-performing schools to become academies, leading to a 
greater demand for locally-formed MATs to provide capacity in the market.

Converting from a single academy trust (SAT) (one company operating one academy) to a MAT (one company operating a number 
of academies) involves the following key legal steps:

Converting your stand-
alone academy into a 
multi-academy trust 
Lydia Brookes focuses on the 
governance structure for a MAT 
and how this compares to a stand-alone academy

SAT to MAT – Key Legal Steps

Articles and 
Governance

Changes to reflect more strategic role of Trust Board in a MAT structure and to follow 
latest DfE policy requirements

Funding 
Agreement

Amending the existing single Funding Agreement to a Master Funding Agreement, and a 
Supplemental Funding Agreement for each academy, based on the latest DfE models

EFA Significant 
Change process

Four-week consultation with stakeholders and submission of a business case to the EFA 
for approval. (NB a business case may not be required if you have DfE approval to be 
an academy sponsor and/or you are becoming a MAT at the same time as taking on a 
converting school, although you should confirm this with your EFA/DfE lead)

Change of 
company name 
(if applicable)

A change in company name may be needed to reflect the fact that the academy trust will 
operate more than one school and to distinguish between the founder academy and the 
MAT. The name of the founder academy does not need to change however.

On a more practical level, the academy 
trust will also need to consider:

•	 how	its	executive	function	will	
operate as the MAT grows, e.g. 
establishing who will occupy the 
required roles of Accounting Officer 
and Chief Financial Officer for the 
MAT;

•	 the	extent	of	centralised	services	it	
will provide and the level of GAG 

it will retain from each academy to 
fund this (‘topslice’).

Whilst the end product – the MAT – 
may look and feel different to the SAT, 
it is important to remember that there 
is no change in the underlying legal 
entity. There is therefore no transfer of 
staff, assets or contracts required when 
converting a SAT to a MAT. Transfers are 
required however for the other schools 

which join the MAT subsequently.
Other schools will join the MAT either 

through the usual academy conversion 
process for maintained schools, or by way 
of a business transfer if they are existing 
academies. Schools can join the MAT 
at the same time as the SAT to MAT 
conversion takes place, or alternatively 
this can happen as a separate phase once 
the MAT conversion is complete. 
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“How Can I Enable This Child To Achieve 
Age-Related Reading Expectations?”

Heald Place Primary 
School, Manchester, used 
Lexia for much of the last 

academic year.  In a school of 
630 with 60% FSM and almost 
all pupils coming from minority 
ethnic backgrounds, Lexia was 
introduced to provide scalable 
personalised learning for large 
numbers who arrive in school 
with little or no reading ability.  

‘Fidelity of Implementation’
‘After evaluating the Lexia reading 
program, we realised its potential as 
a tool to reach all pupils who required 
literacy support. My responsibility 
as Lexia Coordinator was to ensure 
fidelity of implementation.  I began by 
organising an onsite training session 
where teachers and LSAs were given the 
basics in getting started. 

Over the rollout period and looking 

ahead, the online reporting system allows 
me to support colleagues in achieving 
usage goals.  In addition, I can identify 
pupils who require extra support, but 
also acknowledge successes by printing 
certificates which are presented in 
weekly assemblies.  Certificates are also 
displayed around the school.’  

‘Positive Results’
‘After just a few weeks into rollout we 
were seeing some very positive results.  
Pupils were engaged, motivated and 
making rapid progress.  Colleagues were 
very pleased with the system and were 
asking for more pupils to be added.  
In many respects, it’s still early days but 
in the relatively short period of time we 
have been using Lexia, it has made an 
enormous impact on our pupils’ learning 
and life chances.  At the beginning of the 
year we had serious concerns about how 
we were going to get these children to 

age related expectations.  Now, many are 
well beyond expected levels.  I can only 
say it is astonishing in terms of the gains 
they have made.  For example, one boy, 
aged 10 started Lexia at a Year 3 level of 
work.  Within 5 months he is now reading 
at what would be expected in Year 6.  
Pupils are really proud of their progress 
and are motivated by their success.  Staff 
have noted more confidence in pupils’ 
reading in class and they feel they are 
now much more aware of individuals’ 
strengths and weaknesses, helping them 
plan ahead.  It has certainly helped us 
accelerate learning and has answered 
the question - ‘How can I enable this 
child to achieve age-related reading 
expectations?’  After a highly successful 
implementation period, I look forward 
to continuing Lexia’s use this year.’

John Kemp, Assistant Headteacher and Literacy Coordinator at Heald 
Place Primary School, discusses the benefits of Lexia® reading skills 
program and his role as the Lexia Coordinator:

John Kemp, Assistant Headteacher

Since John submitted his comments, it 
was reported that Heald Place achieved 
some of the best results in Manchester 
for the 2014/15 KS1 SATS.
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Governance and Articles of Association 
The academy trust will continue to have both Governors/Trustees/Directors (now commonly referred to as ‘Trustees’) and Members. 
MATs usually also have a third layer of governance, known as ‘Local Governing Bodies’ or ‘LGBs’. A summary of these key roles, 
including DfE policy requirements is set out below.

MAT Governance Structure – Key Points

Members £10 guarantee of academy 
trust liabilities on insolvency

Appoint certain Trustees

Can remove Trustees

Approve changes to Articles 
and company name

• DfE will require a degree of separation so not all Members 
are Trustees

• Employees no longer permitted to be Members

• Secretary of State no longer has power to appoint a 
Member

Trustees Overall management of 
Trust

Delegate to senior 
leadership team and LGBs

Ultimately responsible and 
accountable for operation of 
Trust and its academies

• Will naturally undertake a more strategic function for 
the MAT, with more day to day academy-specific issues 
delegated to LGB level

• DfE drive for smaller Board of Trustees, eg 5-9

• Focus on skills-based appointments rather than 
stakeholder ‘representation’

• CEO/Executive Principal not automatically a Trustee

• Maximum 1/3 of Trustees can be employees

• No Parent Trustees required if 2 elected parents present at 
LGB level

• Secretary of State no longer has power to appoint Trustees

Trust 
committees

Exercise powers delegated 
by Trust board

• Note Academies Financial Handbook requirements re 
finance and audit

• Majority to be Trustees

LGB Committees of Trust board 
appointed to undertake 
specific functions for one or 
more academies

• Trustees set terms of reference and extent of delegated 
powers (if any)

• Can vary scope of delegated powers depending on 
performance of particular academy.

• Must include 2 elected parents if no Parent Trustees

Whilst many schools will have converted with a governing body 
structure largely replicating what they had as a maintained 
school, the same cannot be said for forming a MAT. Key issues to 
consider include:

- ensuring trustees retain a MAT-wide mind-set, without 
undue focus on a particular academy;

- retaining a balance between “representation” from incoming 
schools and skills-based appointments;

- catering for growth in the number of academies without the 
MAT board becoming unwieldy;

- extent of any overlap between trustees and LGB members 

to ensure effective governance and avoid over-burdening 
particular individuals;

- extent of overlap between trustees and members and how to 
identify suitable ‘independent’ members;

- how existing trustees and members will fit into the MAT 
structure initially, ie which will move to LGB level.

In addition to the above, it is important to establish a clear and 
detailed scheme of delegation for the operation of the MAT, 
covering the functions of trust-wide committees, LGBs and items 
delegated to the CEO/Executive Principal and other executive 
officers.
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FASNA seminars 2015

Facing the financial storm – Strategies for 
reducing staff costs
‘Challenging the norms/dealing with the impact of 
reducing budgets’ 

Wednesday 23 September 2015 or  
Thursday 22 October 2015 –  
Stone King, London 10.30am start – 3.30pm close
Cost pressures are rising on school budgets through increased NI 
contributions, increased pension contributions and an unfunded 
pay rise for teachers.  When you factor in, for some schools, 
reduced funding for post-16 students it is fair to point out that 
there is a ‘perfect storm’ brewing around school funding and 
schools should not be surprised to find that a real-term reduction 
of perhaps 8% is on the way  
This seminar will investigate different models to reduce 
staffing levels, examine examples from schools already doing 
this and give information and guidance on the legalities of the 
redundancy process
£140 +VAT FASNA members, £250 +VAT non members
To book your place visit www.fasna.org.uk 
email admin@fasna.org.uk or call 0115 917 0142

School Admissions – The Law, the Code 
and the Good Practice
Admission Policy Consultation Changes for entry 
in 2017

Thursday 24 September 2015 – Central London
For admissions in September 2017 you need to start planning in 
September 2015 if you have not done this before as an academy 
or if you wish to make changes to your existing policy.  You must 
consult on your policy for 6 school weeks between 1 October 
2015 and 31 January 2016
This seminar will prepare you for the Admissions responsibility 
or refresh your knowledge and practice. 
It will give you a good understanding of the legal framework 
and the current Code of Practice, hints on writing an 
admission policy and a good understanding of the role of 
governors, information about the co-ordinated process, a good 
understanding of the Fair Access Protocol and the LA role in 
some admissions and opportunities for discussion
£250 +VAT FASNA members, £350 +VAT non members
To book your place visit www.fasna.org.uk 
email admin@fasna.org.uk or call 0115 917 0142

Academy Conversion, Sponsorship and MATS
‘Exploring academy conversion, joining or 
sponsoring a MAT?’ 
Considering academy status and want to find out 
more?

Wednesday 30 September 2015 – Central London 
This seminar will provide your leadership team with the 
educational context for considering academy conversion, 
sponsorship and Multi Academy Trusts (MATs), an excellent 
overview of the legal process and academy structures, 
governance decisions and responsibilities, key changes to 
financial procedures and practices, the opportunity to hear ‘My 
Conversion Story’ and ‘top tips’ on conversion
£95 +VAT FASNA members, £145 +VAT non members
To book your place visit www.fasna.org.uk 
email admin@fasna.org.uk or call 0115 917 0142

The Role and Responsibilities of the Clerk 
to Governors
Are you a recently appointed clerk or wish to 
update your knowledge and practice?  Are you 
a head or governor who is considering the 
appointment of an independent clerk?

Thursday 1 October 2015 – Central London
Registration and lunch 12.00 noon – 12.45pm start – 
3.30pm close
Programme includes the appointment and remuneration of the 
clerk, working as part of a team with the chair, headteacher and 
other relevant people; duties pre and post meetings; meeting 
procedures, minute taking, maintaining records and supporting 
the governing body to prepare for Ofsted
£115 +VAT FASNA members, £165 +VAT non members
To book your place visit www.fasna.org.uk 
email admin@fasna.org.uk or call 0115 917 0142

FASNA also runs seminars on:
Academy Sponsorship

Effective Governance

Additionally, FASNA offers bespoke training for Schools 
and Governing Bodies on a wide range of issues including 

Governing Body Skills Audit and Review

mailto:admin@fasna.org.uk
http://www.fasna.org.uk
http://www.fasna.org.uk
http://www.fasna.org.uk
http://www.fasna.org.uk
mailto:admin@fasna.org.uk
mailto:admin@fasna.org.uk
mailto:admin@fasna.org.uk
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Admissions Appeals
Are you considering setting up your own appeals panel?

Do you need to understand the appeals process more fully?

Are you confident in presenting the school’s case to panels?

Tuesday 17 November 2015 – Central London
Our programme will enable delegates to gain an understanding 
of the appeal procedure and how to conduct the hearing, an 
understanding of the role of the clerk, panel members and the 
school perspective
Our seminar includes mandatory training for clerks and panel 
members in the latest Admission Appeals Code, the role of the 

clerk and panel members, the appeal procedure and conduct 
of the hearing, preparing and presenting the school’s case and 
decision making exercises
£250 +VAT FASNA members, £350 +VAT non members
To book your place visit www.fasna.org.uk 
email admin@fasna.org.uk or call 0115 917 0142

Please contact the team to discuss your 
requirements 
Visit www.fasna.org.uk, 
email admin@fasna.org.uk, 
Call 0115 917 0142

FASNA – Appointment of Executive Officer
Part-time (with a main focus and commitment in school term times)

Salary negotiable in the region of £50,000 - £60,000
Closing date – Monday 12 October 2015, 5pm

FASNA are seeking to appoint an Executive Officer 
who will eventually serve as the Chief Executive of 
FASNA and, in partnership with the Board, will be 
responsible for the continuing success and growth 
of FASNA. The Board delegates responsibility for 
the management and day-to-day operations to the 
Executive Officer and s/he has the authority to carry 
out these responsibilities, in accordance with the 
direction and policies established by the Board. 

The Board will retain responsibility for the strategic 
direction of the organisation and its network of 
contacts with Ministers, other politicians from 
government and opposition with responsibility for 
education, the Department for Education and other 
offices and organisations involved in education. To 
assist this aim some Directors and/or associates 
undertake paid work for FASNA on a retained and/or 
commercial basis. At this stage of FASNA’s transition, 
the role is, therefore, very much an operational one 
rather than a strategic delegation and oversight 
approach. However, with the right person in post, the 
role may develop into that of a more strategic Chief 
Executive.

The post is part time, but with a high concentration 
of activity in school term times and a need to be 
flexible and accessible during those times to meet the 
demands made on FASNA by schools, government 
and its agencies. The postholder will work from 
home, but travel will be required from time to time to 
London and to training venues and member schools 

around the country as necessary. The postholder will 
also work with and support the FASNA Administrative 
Team based in Nottingham under the direction of the 
Chief Administrative Officer. 

To have the necessary authority and experience 
successfully to undertake this role, it is anticipated 
that you will have had recent experience of 
Headship or a senior post within the wider 
educational world and also have a thorough 
understanding of the current educational landscape. 
You will be able to demonstrate that you can be 
influential and articulate in promoting FASNA’s 
views, managing initiatives within deadlines and 
working effectively with staff.

A more detailed job description and information 
about FASNA as an organisation can be obtained 
from www.fasna.org.uk/about/vacancy 

To apply, please submit a letter of no more than 
three sides of A4 explaining why you want to work 
for FASNA and why you would be a good candidate, 
together with a CV of no more than two sides of A4. 
Please email your letter and CV to Clare Robson-
Farrelly, Chief Administrative Officer, on c.robson-
farrelly@fasna.org.uk 

If you wish to discuss this opportunity further, 
please contact Clare Robson-Farrelly by emailing 
c.robson-farrelly@fasna.org.uk. Clare will arrange for 
a member of the Board to contact you and seek to 
answer any questions you may have.

http://www.fasna.org.uk
mailto:admin@fasna.org.uk
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F
ASNA is a national forum for self-governing primary, 
secondary and special schools and academies. It is the 
only national association that expressly represents the 

interests and views of all self-governing schools (foundation, 
foundation with trust, voluntary-aided and academies).  FASNA 
has an Executive Board with elections structured to ensure 
representation of primary and secondary representatives, 
including heads and governors as well as clerks to governing 
bodies.

FASNA represents the interests of members to Government 
Ministers, as well as to the Department for Education, and 
other educational groups and organisations.  FASNA also makes 
contact with all the political parties to ensure that FASNA’s views 
are understood as party policy is developed.

FASNA promotes autonomy for schools to enable them to 
raise standards for students.  We believe that autonomous schools 
are the best vehicle to support creative leadership and school 
strategies that respond to the needs of the local community.  We 
believe that this is the best way to raise standards. 

FASNA’s strategy for the new Parliament elected in 
2015

In response to members’ feedback FASNA has developed a plan 
for addressing the key issues facing schools and will be planning 
activities and support for members addressing these issues.

Our key priorities are:
1. Supporting schools in dealing with rising budget pressures
2. Supporting schools in the formation and effectiveness of MATs
3. Supporting schools in developing effective governance
4. Campaigning for National Fair Funding

FASNA membership benefits
1. FASNA Voice – make your views heard in national debates 

and through FASNA conversations with Ministers, 
campaigns and consultation activity 

2. Free Academy Magazine each term worth £30 pa 
3. Free legal advice & resources from Stone King 
4. Free one day consultation from DKMY Architects Ltd 
5. Free resources on ‘Effective Governance’ and ‘Effective 

Financial Management’ worth £23 
6. Member networks through online forums and personal 

contacts  
7. National conferences with distinguished speakers  
8. Professional NIPT (National Induction Panel for Teachers) 

support		for	the	induction	of	your	NQTs	
9.	 Quality	school-led	support	from	FASNA	experts	
10.	Quality	training	for	all	your	leaders,	that	you	can	trust		
11. Regular education news and policy updates 
12. Trusted Academy conversion, sponsorship and MAT 

information and support 

About FASNA

FASNA Membership fees

Primary and Special schools £125 + VAT (£150) Direct Debit 
or £175 + VAT (£210) BACS or cheque

Secondary schools £250 + VAT (£300) Direct Debit 
or £300 + VAT (£360) BACS or cheque

For MAT membership, please contact our office for details on admin@fasna.org.uk 

Join FASNA now! – visit www.fasna.org.uk to find out more

http://www.fasna.org.uk
mailto:admin@fasna.org.uk
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FASNA Autumn Conference
The Grand Connaught Rooms, London 

Thursday 12 November 2015 

BOOK YOUR PLACE NOW!
Speakers and Practitioner-led Workshops

Help to shape FASNA’s focus for the next 5 years

Executive Headship and MATs – Fair Funding – Balancing the Books – Effective Governance

Join us in our practitioner-led workshops:

• A ‘perfect financial storm’ will hit schools this year – how do we deal with it?

• Multi Academy Trusts – purpose, structures and operation

• MAT forum for CEOs

There will also be a financial update on school funding matters, and a legal update from Stone 
King, as well as a full range of exhibitors

The cost per place is £150 + VAT for FASNA members for the 1st delegate, with a reduced charge of £125 + VAT for any additional 
delegates from the same school; £200 + VAT for non-members
Booking Information
To make your booking, please visit www.fasna.org.uk or email the following information to admin@fasna.org.uk
Full	name(s)	of	person(s)	attending			•			Role(s)	within	school			•			Name	and	address	of	school			•			Contact	name	and	e-mail	address
By booking the venue we are committed to a certain level of costs and therefore reluctantly have to implement a cancellation policy:
Cancellation	of	1	month	or	less	than	1	month	notice	-	no	refund			•			Up	to	1	month	notice	-	full	refund	

The Rt Hon Nicky 
Morgan MP 

Secretary of State  
for Education 

(to be confirmed)

Toby Young  
Journalist and Founder 

of West London  
Free School

(confirmed)

Frank Green, CBE 
Schools Commissioner

(confirmed)

Peter Lauener 
Chief Executive  

Education Funding 
Agency (EFA)

(confirmed)

http://www.fasna.org.uk
mailto:admin@fasna.org.uk
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A
lthough we don’t yet know, and 
may never truly know, what has 
happened in Kids Company 

over the past few months, its brutal fall 
from grace and apparent failure does 
contain some hard lessons for us in the 
academies sector.

Kids Company was, as far as anyone 
could tell, an effective charitable 
organisation that worked well with 
disadvantaged and hard to reach British 
children. These activities worked well 
with some specific political needs 
of successive governments, and as a 
result the charity was given a lot of 
attention, praise and funding by those 
in power. However at time of writing an 
apparent lack of financial controls, good 
governance and effective reporting seems 
to have led to mismanagement and a rapid 
and damaging disintegration of trust in 
the charity, with its funding eventually 
being stopped by the Cabinet Office and 
the children it served left without the help 
they had come to rely upon.

If the echoes of this cautionary tale 
don’t resonate with you, then maybe the 
events at Haberdashers’ Aske’s in London, 
King Science Academy in Bradford or St 
Aldhelm’s Academy in Poole, to mention 
just a few, will help.

Academies, as a model for delivering 
education to children in England, are in 
the ascendant, favoured by all the major 
political parties, supported by most in the 
civil service, accepted in the education 
sector more broadly and importantly 
preferred by many parents and pupils.

As a result, the academies sector 
has grown exponentially over the 

past five years as the main vehicle 
for the Government to drive forward 
improvements in our education system. 
The number of academies has shot up 
from a couple of hundred across England 
in 2009/10 to almost 5,000 in the latest 
report from DfE. This has been a great 
time to be working in academies and a lot 
has been achieved, but as we can see, there 
have been some notable failings in some 
institutions and repeatedly in the area of 
financial management and control.

Most of those involved in the running 
and good management of academies 
know what is needed to succeed and the 
many laborious yet essential checks and 
balances that must be built into not just 
the education they deliver, but also the 
way their institution is run. 

However any environment of 
political favour and support can lead 
to complacency and a lack of proper 
oversight.

We know that organisations are not 
automatically doomed to fail or destined 
for scandal if their governance and 
financial management arrangements are 
not as rigorous as they should be or their 
practices not as tight as they could be. 

However, the chances of something 
going wrong, or someone acting 
inappropriately, does increase in these 
circumstances and when things go 
wrong more than just the individual 
involved is affected, with instances of 
mismanagement inflated and used 
against the sector as a whole.

But it is not just through fraud, theft 
or mismanagement that academies can 
suffer. Just as damaging are the smaller 

unnoticed financial errors or mistakes 
in accounting that taken together can 
amount to substantial losses to the sector 
as a whole, academy groups or even 
individual schools. 

The truth is that if we do not have good 
financial controls and proper governance 
arrangements then we risk not just our 
integrity but also the much needed and 
increasingly scarce resources that are vital 
to the continued good education of our 
children. 

With the landscape of education in 
this country set to continue to change at a 
rapid pace, and the number of academies 
set to increase, one of the biggest 
challenges for the sector will be ensuring 
there are enough well trained professionals 
in management to meet the needs of 
schools up and down the country. 

So while academies are favoured by 
government, we should make sure that 
we are building the systems of checks and 
balances and financial control needed, 
putting in place the essential governance 
arrangements required and training and 
equipping the staff to underpin all of 
these functions.

Unfortunately, within a sector as large 
and growing as ours, there may be some 
institutions who fail in their duty. Our 
responsibility therefore is to build the 
systems that will support both our schools 
and the children we educate on the path 
to success and prosperity.

Rob Whiteman, CEO 
The Chartered Institute 
of Public Finance and 

Accountancy

Hard lessons in the 
charity sector have 
ramifications for us all
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A
ll Headteachers know how important it is to present 
their school in a positive light. Raising the profile of 
the school and having a strong strategy for increasing 

entrants is all part of a Headteacher’s remit and having a good 
website to demonstrate what their school is all about plays a 
big a part in this.

Just like any other business, schools need to navigate their 
way through today’s fast changing digital landscape and get 
themselves seen. Understanding how the school should be using 
their website, social media and internet marketing to grow their 
online presence and attract more entrants is absolutely critical in 
today’s competitive marketplace.

Showcasing the school
A school website is effectively an online shop front. It showcases 
the school to the outside world and highlights the culture and 
image the school wants to convey to their target audience. The 
website is where parents, governors and the local community will 
come to see what the school has to offer and what they see will 
create an impact. It’s crucial that the impact is a good one and 
that the website represents the school appropriately.

There are many great schools out there with websites that 
are currently letting them down. A school website needs to be 
welcoming, engaging, informative, easy to navigate, easy to read 
on mobiles and tablets and project the right message about the 
school. The impression a website creates is vital and a very dated 
or unresponsive website may potentially give a false image of an 
otherwise thriving and vibrant school.

What Ofsted expects
There is also the question of what Ofsted expect to see on a 
school website. In 2012 Ofsted adapted the School Information 
Regulations to include specific requirements. Schools now need 
to provide information in a clear and accessible way and the 
quality of the school website in achieving this will be looked at 
during Ofsted inspections.

Typical information that Ofsted will be looking for on a 
school website is:

- Information about the school’s pupil premium allocation 
and details of how they plan to spend it in the current year.

- Information about how the money was spent in the previous 
year and its impact on educational attainment.

Why schools need a digital 
marketing strategy
A special report by Steve Swoffer

Just like any other business, schools need to 
navigate their way through today’s fast changing 
digital landscape and get themselves seen. 
Understanding how the school should be using 
their website, social media and internet marketing 
to grow their online presence and attract more 
entrants is absolutely critical in today’s competitive 
marketplace
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- Details about the curriculum of the school by academic year 
and by subject. 

- Information about the school’s admission arrangements 
including published admission number. 

- Information about the school’s selection and over-
subscription criteria as well as the process for applications 
through the local authority.

- Previous Ofsted reports should also be available.
- Details of the school policies on behaviour as well as SEN 

and disability provision.
- Information about the ethos and values of the school.

And this is just scratching the surface of what Ofsted will be 
looking out for. To make a school website a valuable place 
of reference it should include any information that parents, 
governors and the wider community will find useful and that 
will establish the school as an effective choice. This could include 
information about the school timetable, prospectus, school 

evaluation, development planning, staff profiles, news and events 
and school achievements.

Using social media
Marketing a school online doesn’t start and end with the website. 
It will also include school branding, the quality of the prospectus 
and its social media presence.

With increasing volumes of people using mobile and tablets 
to conduct searches it is necessary for schools to move with the 
times and have a strategy for attracting their audience online. 

Social media can serve schools well if done correctly. As 
long as there are appropriate policies in place and the senior 
management of the school and governors are on board then a 
school can significantly enhance their brand profile by having a 
strong social media presence.

There are many schools in the UK that have embraced social 
media and they use it to:

-   Promote the school ethos, goals and aspirations
-   Inform parents of events and extra-curricular activities

-   Answer questions about the school
-    Strengthen relationships with the local 

community
-   Share ideas and discuss issues
-   Celebrate school achievements
-   Communicate effectively with students

Developing a strategy
Forward-looking schools can see the many 
benefits of using social media. By providing 
safe and secure frameworks for its use, 
and providing training and guidelines for 
teachers and other staff to follow, social 
media can be used effectively to engage 
parents, students and other stakeholders.

Social media is the main way that younger 
people communicate so by having a strategy 

to communicate with them in this way, a school is more 
likely to engage their interest, gain their buy-in and nurture 

commitment.
By integrating social media into the school website, schools 

can also drive traffic to the website and push out content 
through social media platforms. This will increase website 
visitors and enhance the school’s overall online presence.

So to summarise, in order to remain competitive and be 
relevant to a growing online audience, schools need to be savvier 
about the design of their website, their content and how they 
push that content out. That’s why having a digital marketing 
strategy is an important part of any school’s growth plan.

Steve Swoffer is Managing Partner of a Digital 
Marketing Agency based in Birmingham 

swofmedia.co.uk, 0121 321 6057

http://www.swofmedia.co.uk
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S
chools have to be more competitive than ever before so 
you need to shout your successes out loud. Don’t wait for 
the inevitable ‘bad news’ story to strike. 

Priory Community School in Weston-super-Mare, is an 
excellent example of how an academy can be transformed 
to become one of the best in Britain, heavily oversubscribed, 
buzzing with relentless optimism, and Ofsted outstanding in 
every area. 

Powerful PR has played a part in reinforcing all of the 
incredible achievements by students and staff. Michael Gove 
has mentioned the school on TV whilst Sir Richard Branson 
and Deborah Meaden have congratulated students via a video 
message and PR stories. It has also attracted the interest of the 
Daily Telegraph and other local, regional and national Press, ITV, 
BBC TV news teams and even a newspaper in India!

So how can schools do effective PR on very small budgets? 
Here are a few quick tips to get maximum positive coverage.

Make friends with the journalists
This is vital. As a journalist visiting schools I often wouldn’t 
even get a cup of tea. Now I go the extra mile in entertaining 
journalists and editors with VIP invites. Get them to become 
a friend of the school. It’s a healthy partnership. If they know 
you well, they are less likely to miss your stories or write 
negative ones.

Find your positive stories
With less journalists around, you now have the power. 
Brainstorm with heads of year and students to find hundreds of 
your success stories about students, staff and the school. Create a 
‘story finding team’.

Make your stories exciting
Find interesting angles and be creative. Make sure you put a 
student in every story. Have you got a champion junior kick-
boxer, chess player or mathematician genius student? Won any 
awards, or had achievements? These are excellent stories.

Keep stories short
No essays. Instead write a ‘wow’ headline of 15 to 20 words, and 
then short simple bullet-point-style sentences will do with a 
quote from the Head or student. Start with the important ‘wow’ 
angle. Answer the well-worn questions: who, what, when, where, 
how and why. 

Top PR tips 
for schools
Do you want more potential parents and your  
community to know how wonderful your 
school is? Ex-education journalist Shane Dean 
now trains schools to stand out from the 
crowd with new-style positive publicity

Don’t wait for the 
inevitable ‘bad news’ 
story to strike



Your school should WoW

Walking 
rates up 

26%

£1 
invested =  
£7.64 
return

Improved  

air  
quality

Congestion 
reduced

Living Streets’ Walk once a Week scheme is a proven, 
low-cost initiative  that gets more children walking to 
school on a regular basis.

Discover WoW: www.livingstreets.org.uk/acadmag

http://www.livingstreets.org.uk/acadmag
http://www.studiolime.co.uk
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Send a photo with every story
Photos are essential. You don’t need expensive equipment 
or trained photographers. An iPhone will do. Ensure the 
students look polished and are smiling, looking straight at 
the camera. The student is the image of the school. The story 
is your brand. 

Send out constant stories
The new media and social media world means you can send 
more regular PR stories. There are plenty of outlets now. 

Send stories everywhere parents and others read
Send every story to where parents and the school community 
may read - newspapers, Twitter, Facebook, newsletters and on 
your website for starters.

Generate motivational ‘good gossip’ 
Positive stories encourage students, staff, parents and 
community to talk ‘good gossip’. PR is motivational, reminding 
people of all the positive things going on, and inspiring them to 
achieve more, and making everyone feel proud of the school.

9 Link with celebrities
The media love famous people so link them with your school 
in PR. I invited the inspirational explorer Sir Ranulph Fiennes 
to talk to students in Chilton Trinity school in Bridgwater 
and then used his positive quotes about the school being 
“unbelievable” in months of powerful free PR. He even became 
a lifetime patron. 

Find ex-students and their successes
Where are your former students now? Find them via Twitter, 
Facebook or an alumni and then do their stories. Show the 
lifetime effect your school has on students. At PCSA our 
ex-students including the boss of the Red Arrows, a senior 
BBC producer and top rugby players that all make constant 
excellent PR. 

Shane can be contacted via  
www.thepurplesheep.com and  

hello@thepurplesheep.com

PR POWER: 17 year old Ryan Scott (back left) pictured with PCSA students in a story about him becoming one of 
Britain’s youngest teachers in the Academy’s new popular thriving evening school at their Sir Richard Branson Centre.

http://www.thepurplesheep.com
mailto:hello@thepurplesheep.com
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Teaching for 
Character
The Invisible Ink series

By Andrew Hammond

ISBN: 9781909717343

PRICE: £10

NEW TITLES FROM JO HN CATT EDUCATIONAL

A Practical Guide:  
National Standards 
of Excellence for 
Headteachers
By Roy Blatchford

ISBN: 9781909717312

PRICE: £10

A Practical Guide:  
The Pupil Premium
By Marc Roland

ISBN: 9781909717206

PRICE: £7

A Practical Guide:  
Outdoor Learning
By Kevin Jackson

ISBN: 9781909717626

PRICE: £10

Teaching for 
Motivation
The Invisible Ink series 

By Andrew Hammond

ISBN: 9781909717367

PRICE: £10

Teaching for 
Creativity
The Invisible Ink series 

By Andrew Hammond

ISBN: 9781909717350

PRICE: £10
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People, Pens & Paper 
Generating fresh and creative 
solutions to benefit our world 

By James Wren

ISBN: 9781909717329

PRICE: £13

NEW TITLES FROM JO HN CATT EDUCATIONAL

Independent thinking for education
booksales@johncatt.com     01394 389850

Hour-Long 
Shakespeare: Vol 1
Henry IV, Part 1,  
Henry V and Richard III

Abridged by 
Matthew Jenkinson

ISBN: 9781909717381

PRICE: £10

Hour-Long 
Shakespeare: Vol 2
Romeo and Juliet,  
Macbeth and Julius Caesar

Abridged by 
Matthew Jenkinson

ISBN: 9781909717XXX

PRICE: £10

Headstrong:  
11 Lessons of  
School Leadership
By Dame Sally Coates

ISBN: 9781909717268

PRICE: £14.99

Changing Schools
Perspectives on five years of 
education reform

Edited by Robert Peal

ISBN: 9781909717305

PRICE: £10

What Is Education 
For?
The views of the great 
thinkers and their relevanece 
today

By Nicholas Tate

ISBN: 9781909717404

PRICE: £12.99

All titles available from Johncattbookshop.com

mailto:booksales@johncatt.com
http://Johncattbookshop.com
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W
hat are your memories of 
school food? Greasy sausages? 
Blancmange? Tapioca? All 

slopped on the plate without so much 
as a garnish or a smile. How things have 
changed. In many schools the food 
is often comparable to a high street 

restaurant and rightly so. 
Importantly, there’s been a huge 

leap in nutritional standards. Improved 
knowledge of how food influences the 
performance of both the body and the 
brain is based on good solid scientific 
evidence and it’s vital that both are given 

optimal nourishment, particularly in 
the case of children. But children have 
to want to eat the food they’re presented 
with and the skill lies in being inclusive, 
innovative and making food and 
mealtimes appetising, fun and interesting.

Successful caterers will first and 

Quality catering 
Shirley Edwards, co-founder of Edwards 
and Blake offers advice on ensuring your 
catering provision is the best it can be
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foremost ensure involvement is a 
cornerstone of their activity not just with 
those in charge but importantly with 
pupils. Regular engagement from the 
start of a catering contract throughout its 
tenure with the relevant school councils 
across all ages will ensure that the catering 
provision is responding to and satisfying 
the needs within the school. It will also 

ensure that shifting High Street trends 
that children follow can be tracked and 
reviewed. This does not mean sacrificing 
healthy and nutritious food on the altar 
of fast food but rather ensuring that 
health and nutrition are embedded and 
integrated at an early stage into the ideas 
and menus discussed by all parties. This 
is particularly important at the start of a 

contract when the menus, culture, display 
and promotional aspects of the catering 
may be very different from the previous 
encumbent and pupils will naturally be 
cautious. A good catering company will 
also actively seek out opportunities to 
contribute to the curriculum and the 
career development of older pupils. 

Innovation and creativity play a 
significant role in catering provision. 
There will always be a place for the 
traditional favourites such as cottage pie 
and spaghetti bolognaise but students 
can also look forward to dishes such as 
Thai lemongrass and stem ginger chicken, 
Tennessee	bacon	and	BBQ	burgers	and	
Cajun pork with coriander salsa. Being 
creative with new ingredients, flavours 
and overall presentation will ensure that 
interest is maintained and that pupils 
can look forward to an ever-evolving 
service. Theme days create excitement 
and give pupils an opportunity to sample 
food they might not otherwise try. These 
can	be	seasonal	(Wimbledon,	BBQ	day,	

How food influences the 
performance of both the body 
and the brain is based on good 
solid scientific evidence and it’s 
vital that both are given optimal 
nourishment, particularly in the 
case of children



The Oxford Belfry
4th and 5th November 2015

Optimus Education invites you to attend the Multi-Academy Trusts Summit 2015. 

Gain practical and legal advice from our expert panel of speakers within the two days of keynote 
addresses, interactive strategic masterclasses, roundtable discussions and networking opportunities.

Speakers include:

To see the full line-up of speakers please visit

Alan Yellup, OBE

CEO, Wakefield City 
Academy Trust

Frank Green, CBE

National Schools 
Commissioner

Maura Regan, OBE

CEO, Carmel 
Education Trust

Hosted by   
For more information, details of 

pricing and to secure your place 
please call 020 7265 4222

www.oeconferences.com/MATsummit

For academy conversion 
and on going support...
UK200Group Academy Forum is part of
UK200Group, the UK’s leading quality
assured member association of independent
firms of chartered accountants and lawyers,
with 150 offices nationwide.   

Members of the Forum have the specialist
skills and expertise to successfully plan and
manage the financial and legal issues for the
conversion of schools to academies, and to
maintain their on going operation. Their
expertise is equal to that of the large
national accountancy and law firms but
delivered locally. 

Nearest Forum member
www.uk200group.co.uk/Academy
01252 401050 or 01252 350733

UK200Group members
currently act for over 10.5%
of the academy market

http://www.uk200group.co.uk/Academy
http://www.oeconferences.com/MATsummit
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Halloween), International (Mexican, 
Italian) or can relate to school activity 
(maybe a Victorian theme to tie in with 
Dickens). Catering is now a commercial 
enterprise for most academies and 
successful promotions will importantly 
also boost revenues. A catering company 
with a good track record and a wealth of 
experience will work with you to achieve 
commercial success with minimum 
complication.

The High Street has inspired a range of 
innovative and eye-catching ‘Grab & Go’ 
products. A busy school day may mean 
a ‘plated’ meal isn’t always relevant and 
many companies have developed their 
own range of nutritious and tasty wraps, 
pots, hot boxes and picnic foods. These 
creations go beyond pizza and other 
bread based product and can include a 
wide range of mouth-watering contents 
including Pulled Pork & Charred Pepper 
BBQ	Pasta	Pot,	Pesto	Roasted	Tomato	&	
Pumpkin Seed Hot box, and Spicy Indian 
Chicken and Mango Salsa. Not bad for a 
lunchtime snack.

We eat with our eyes and presentation 
will ensure that pupils are attracted to 
the food itself. Both the traditional and 
the innovative can be displayed in eye-
catching and attractive ways in rustic 
crockery, decorated with herbs and 
displayed to maximise the freshness and 
colours of the food. Grab and Go food 

can be wrapped in vibrant packaging. It’s 
all very different from the functional and 
clinical metal tins of the past. 

Location, location, location – as true in 
catering as in property, particularly when 
there’s a commercial imperative. Catering 
is increasingly being provided at different 
locations within a school, particularly 
large secondary schools. Serving ‘pods’ 
at strategic locations around a school in 
addition to the main dining room ensure 

that pupils can readily access food and 
queues are kept to an absolute minimum. 

Provenance, sustainability and 
environmental impact are key 
considerations. It’s a reasonable expectation 
that your food will originate from a reliable 
and respectable supplier and that it has 
as little impact on the environment as 
possible. A good caterer will source as much 
food locally as it can within the budgetary 
constraints not only to save the planet but 
also to support local business. 

Importantly, a school needs to have 
absolute certainty that its caterer will 
provide the service that suits and fits that 
particular school. A non-prescriptive, 
tailored service by a company that has 
passion for quality and works to fit your 
culture, work with your pupils and service 
your particular requirements will be the 
one that’s right for you. 

Shirley Edwards,  
Director and Co-Founder, 

Edwards & Blake.
Tel: 01760 720201

www.edwardsandblake.co.uk
@edwardsandblake

Co-Founders and Directors Caroline Blake (left) and Shirley Edwards

http://www.edwardsandblake.co.uk
http://www.twitter.com/edwardsandblake
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T
eachers will soon have an engaging way of developing 
cultural awareness and understanding in their pupils, 
thanks to a new resource from the London Grid for 

Learning entitled ‘Growing up around the World’. Available for 
the autumn term, the resource features a series of videos which 
follow the lives of 11 children across the globe from birth to aged 
20, and has been created in partnership with tve – a not-for-

profit which produces documentaries on global development and 
sustainable futures.

Over the course of more than 20 years tve has followed the 
lives of 11 children in 10 different countries in a series of ground-
breaking films which have been broadcast worldwide. The 
educational films especially produced for the London Grid for 
Learning, provide a unique insight into what it means to grow up 

New resource 
aims to develop cultural 
understanding in schools

Panjy, from India, who features in the 
‘Growing up around the World’ resource
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in different parts of the world; the challenges, hopes and dreams 
of these children and the impact of the world around them. It 
aims to give UK children an understanding of the realities of 
their childhoods compared to others, by picking out similarities 
and differences. Strikingly, many of the struggles and challenges 
the featured children encounter are universal, from the UK to 
South Africa to India.

Designed for use in citizenship, PSHE or geography lessons, 
the videos encourage Key Stage 2, 3 and potentially KS4 pupils to 
gain an introduction to human rights, build an understanding of 
the issues facing people around the world, specifically education, 
and develop critical thinking skills. The issues involved are 
often sensitive, including stories of poverty, unemployment and 
death and therefore provide schools with a safe space in which to 
tactfully address these complicated issues, which may be relevant 
to pupils.

Particularly useful in a multi-cultural context, London 
classrooms for example, the resources come with a 
comprehensive pack detailing how they can be used in lessons. 
The pack includes plans for both full lessons and starter 
activities, sample worksheets, a dictionary of key terms and tips 
for expanding on the material provided in the resource. This also 
includes ideas to help pupils get involved with human rights and 
take action about issues they are passionate about through for 
example, social media campaigns, blogging, organising debates, 
petitions and writing to decision makers.

One child featured is Panjy. Born in 1992 in Tamil Nadu in 
Southern India, she is the youngest of five children. Her family 
is very poor and work at a fireworks factory, and despite Panjy’s 

love of school and desire to be a doctor, she ends up working 
there too by age 19 as her family needed her to earn money. At 
19 she is also married, and the gifts her family had to give to her 
husband’s family have bankrupted them. Panjy hopes to pay off 
these debts by working in the factory, although she often wishes 
she had had the opportunity to stay in school.

Another video features Rosemary from Rocinha, a favela, or 
slum, in the centre of Rio de Janeiro, Brazil. Her uncle comments 
on the social inequality in Brazil saying that there are “a few 
who are very rich and many more who have nothing.” When the 
video returns to Rosemary aged 10, she is attending school and 
learning computer skills at a community radio station. Life is 
dangerous in the slums, which are rife with violent drug gangs 
and lots of shooting, but this has improved by the time Rosemary 
is 19 as the drug lord has been arrested and there is peace. 
Rosemary has an 18-month-old son, and is pregnant again by her 
new partner, although this pregnancy ends in a miscarriage. She 
has left school as she was not working hard, but she wishes to be 
independent and do her best for her son.

The London Grid for Learning has collaborated with tve 
to create this resource. For over 30 years tve has been making 
films about the environment and development, broadcasting to 
millions of viewers worldwide and distributing films through 
DVD, internet and community screenings to hundreds of 
thousands more every year. Find out more at www.tve.org

The resource will be available on 
www.lgfl.net

The issues involved are often sensitive, 
including stories of poverty, unemployment 
and death and therefore provide schools with 
a safe space in which to tactfully address these 
complicated issues, which may be relevant to 
pupils

http://www.lgfl.net
http://www.tve.org
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A
cademies Enterprise Trust (AET) 
is the largest multi-sponsor of 
academies in the UK, encompassing 

a total of 67 schoolsGeographically, the 
academies in the Trust are scattered: from 
Middlesbrough in the north to Torquay 
in the south; Chepstow in the west to 
Felixstowe in the east. Culturally, the 
schools are equally diverse: inner-city, 
rural, affluent, deprived…

As former Head of Community Sport 
for AET, I was always conscious of the 
potential for using sport to bring together 
students and teachers from across the 
Trust. As a keen sportsperson and coach, 
I have experienced first hand the power 

of sport to break down barriers and 
bridge divides. As a result, I was always 
on the lookout for opportunities for 
our academies to share experiences and 
success through sport.

A 31-legged challenge…
So back in 2014, when we were 
approached by Comic Relief to take part 
in a 31-legged race for Sport Relief, I 
immediately accepted. The opportunity 
to have fun, involve pupils from across 
our schools and ultimately change lives by 
raising money was irresistible!

31-legged races demand teamwork, 
technique and resilience, and our primary 

schools leapt at the chance to become 
pioneers. After weeks of training and 
practice, groups of 9- and 10-year-olds 
took part in fiercely competitive 50 metre 
races at the National Exhibition Centre 
in Birmingham, supported by Team 
GB handball captain and Blue Peter 
presenters. 

Two Trust schools – Four Dwellings 
Primary Academy and Montgomery 
Primary Academy, both from 
Birmingham – went on to take part in 
the final, which was held at the Olympic 
Park velodrome in London. Many of 
the children involved had never left 
Birmingham before and it was great 

Sport Relief 2016
Dominic Fenton considers how academies can use 
an event like Sport Relief as a unifying force
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to see the excitement and sense of self-
worth generated by the event. This was 
heightened by coverage on the Sport 
Relief TV show and Blue Peter.

Spreading the word
This novel event proved just the start. As 
word spread of the 31-legged challenge, 
we decided to use it as the impetus for 
encouraging participation in Sport Relief 
across the Trust.

We arranged for every academy to be 
sent a free Sport Relief Fundraising Pack 
andemailed the schools individually, 
reminding them of the date of Sport 
Relief and offering support and advice on 
fundraising. Headteachers tended to take 
the lead in primary schools. At secondary 
level, PE and pastoral teams, with the 
backing of senior leadership team, were 
the driving force.  

We sent out fortnightly emails to 
maintain momentum, share fundraising 
ideas and offer support. These were backed 
up by a lively social media campaign – we 
found Facebook and Twitter invaluable in 
helping us get information out there. In 
particular, pupils seized the opportunity 
to link up with each other on social media 
and we enjoyed watching the different 
generations communicate and share the 
excitement.

Collective and individual
As a focal point for Sport Relief, we 
decided to run one fundraising challenge 
that spanned all our schools nationally. 
Inspired by the gruelling physical 
tests taken on by celebrities like David 
Walliams and Eddie Izzard, we set up the 
AET Around the World Challenge. This 
involved staff and pupils from across the 
Trust collectively travelling the Earth’s 
circumference (24,901 miles) on Sport 
Relief day, with a prize for the cluster that 
travelled the furthest. 

Apart from this shared event, we 
recognised that individual schools 
would all have differing aims, needs and 
resources so chose not to prescribe what 
they should do. Some decided to run a 
whole week of activities involving staff, 

pupils and parents. Others organised a 
Sport Relief Mile, held fancy dress events 
or teacher-pupil challenges. While some 
made curriculum links, others simply 
used the event as an opportunity to let 
their hair down for a good cause and have 
fun together.

Throughout, we emphasised that every 
little helps and that even the smallest 
fundraising event makes a difference. 
When the pounds and pennies were 
all collected in and counted, we were 
delighted to have raised over £30,000 
across the Trust.

A win-win experience
Obviously it was fantastic to raise such a 
substantial amount of money for a great 
cause. But there were also far-reaching 
benefits for the Trust as a whole, the 
schools involved and the students who 
took part.

All but five or six of AET’s schools 
joined in with Sport Relief 2014, creating 
a real sense of our staff and pupils coming 
together nationally. Sharing fundraising 
stories and experiences forged new links 
and friendships. Working together for a 
common cause helped to strengthen the 
Trust’s identity and engender a sense of 
belonging. 

At the pupil level, it was fantastic to 
see thousands of children and young 
people having fun, getting active and 
making a difference. Fundraising for a 
cause like Sport Relief is a great way for 
pupils to grow as global citizens, feel they 
have a role to play in the wider world and 
develop a sense of pride and self-worth.

With Sport Relief 2016 around 
the corner, my advice to you if you’re 
thinking of taking part? Just go for it. It’s 
a win-win experience.

Sport Relief 2016 will take 
place on Friday 18th March 
2016. To find out more, visit 

sportrelief.com/schools

Top ten tips for 
Sport Relief success
1. Appoint someone to co-

ordinate the event and pass 
on information, advice and 
enthusiasm!

2. Get started early and build 
the event into plans for the 
spring term.

3. Make the most of the free 
resources on offer – order 
the Sport Relief Fundraising 
Event pack from www.
sportrelief.com/schools and 
use the tools on the website. 

4. Consider linking fundraising 
to curriculum learning. 
Everything you need can be 
found here www.sportrelief.
com/schools

5. Alternatively, just make the 
most of the opportunity to 
have fun together for a great 
cause!

6. Consider introducing an 
element of competition – this 
is sport, after all! Which class 
can raise the most? Which 
year group? Which house? 
Which school or cluster of 
schools? 

7. Ask family and friends to 
sponsor you to take on a 
challenge for Sport Relief. 

8. Use social media to raise 
the profile of what’s going 
on and generate momentum 
and excitement.

9. Use the press relate 
template on the Sport Relief 
website to get your event 
noticed in the local press.

10. Make sure pupils know why 
they’re fundraising and 
who they’re helping. Why 
not make links with local 
organisations helped by 
Sport Relief?
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P
honic Books is a small company 
that specialises in publishing 
decodable books. It is rapidly 

gaining a reputation for the quality and 
effectiveness of its reading books and 
resources. Now widely used in schools in 
the UK, the books are also used to teach 
children to read English in 40 countries 
worldwide.

The founders, Wendy Tweedie, Clair 
Baker and Tami Reis-Frankfort, are 
passionate about teaching all children 
to read. Using our expertise and 
experience whilst working as dyslexia-
trained reading specialists, we set about 
developing phonic reading books for 
young children and older, struggling 
readers.

In the beginning – there were 
decodable stories
Some nine years ago, the three of us were 
teaching at the Bloomfield Learning 
Centre in London. The children referred 
to the centre had all failed to learn to read 
in school. We were using the very effective 
Sounds-Write phonics programme, but 
we didn’t have books that allowed the 
children to practise what we had just 
taught them. Reading picture books or 
reading schemes meant that they would 
soon encounter words they could not 
decode and immediately resort to guessing 
or worse – failing – again! So we wrote 
little stories for each lesson, embedding 
the phonics we had just taught. 

These decodable stories offered 
the children a ‘safe practice zone’ to 
consolidate what they had learned. It 
built their confidence as they could read 
independently and successfully at every 
stage. This newly-found confidence re-
engaged them. Suddenly they began to 

see themselves as readers. Phonics and 
decodable texts worked! We then thought, 
why not publish these stories for all 
children to use? 

The reading series
We wanted the books to be appealing and 
engaging with real stories. Learning to 
read should be exciting and fun! All too 
often, critics of phonic books claimed 
the stories were dull and the language 
limiting. Yes, the language had to be 
limited to the graphemes introduced in 
each book, but we could include unusual 
words that the children could decode and 
learn. The steps had to be small so all 

children could keep up. That is why our 
first books (Unit 1) have just five letters/
sounds in them. Children need only five 
letters of the alphabet to launch into 
reading! We knew the books needed to be 
short so that children could experience 
success within a lesson. As remedial 
teachers, we were very aware that some 
children required more practice than 
others. These children would need to 
read more than one book at the early 
stages of learning to read. Practice, 
practice, practice! We also included a fun 
consolidation game within every book. 

Clair devised a stimulating 
combination of cartoon characters and 

Decoding words
Phonic Books create engaging stories for children to 
read, whilst improving their literacy and reading skills
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who created a ‘cool’, contemporary style 
for these books.

Don’t forget the girls
Every year, we attend a number of 
education conferences to show our new 
products and to hear what teachers think 
about them. Our quests series were very 
well received but some teachers began 
asking for resources for girls. “My pupil 
doesn’t like monsters and she doesn’t like 
shape-shifting!” one said. It was true. 
Reading failure was often perceived as 
a ‘boy’ problem, but many girls have 
reading disabilities too– it’s just that they 
are better at hiding it. 

Clair and Drew set about creating 
the Alba and Rescue series. They share 
the same structures as the Totem and 
Talisman series. Fantastic illustrations 
and exciting stories in the series tell of two 
feisty, tenacious heroines who have hair-
raising adventures. Will Alba and Erin 
succeed on their dangerous missions? 
Read on to find out...

For more information about 
Phonic Books, visit 

www.phonicbooks.co.uk  
or contact

enquiries@phonicbooks.co.uk
01666 822543

photographic backgrounds. When we 
tested this style in schools, the children 
loved it! They wanted to talk about 
what they thought was real and what 
was drawn. Tami and Wendy set about 
writing stories trying to include a proper 
plot and a twist – which wasn’t always 
easy, as we had only six pages of text in 
each booklet.

Dandelion Launchers and Dandelion 
Readers were born. Now there are 172 
books in the Dandelion Launchers and 
Dandelion Readers range!

Books for catch-up readers
Many of the children referred to the 
Bloomfield Learning Centre were older. 
For these children, low self esteem had 
become an added obstacle to learning 
to read. Offering them books that were 
obviously created for young readers 
exacerbated the problem. Baby books 
conveyed a message they had heard 
before: they were stupid as they were 
reading baby books! 

We decided to create a series 
specifically for catch-up pupils who had 
weak phonic knowledge. These books 
include solid phonic scaffolding, but 
at the same time spark the children’s 
enthusiasm for reading. We wanted to 
re-engage our readers and hook them - so 

that they ‘stuck with the programme’. 
 With the help of Tami’s 16-year-old son 

Adam, who was dyslexic and had struggled 
with reading himself, we developed a quest 
series. He knew what a 10-year-old would 
be happy to read! Drew Wilson, Clair’s 
husband, created fantastic illustrations. 
The Talisman series was born. At the centre 
of the series was Zak, who lives with his 
grandfather. Grandpa gives Zak a strange 
talisman for his birthday. Within a few 
pages, he sets off on an exciting, action-
packed quest. The Talisman has wonderful 
and obscure symbols. What will Zak 
transform into next? Children can’t wait 
to find out and… in the meantime, they 
are learning different ways to spell the 
sound /ae/: ai, ay, a-e, ea, ey, etc... Sneaky, 
but it works! We have received letters 
from children all over the UK telling us 
what Zak should do next and how his new 
talisman should look... Following on from 
the success of the Talisman series, we have 
now published the Magic Belt, Totem and 
Talisman 2 quest series.

Books for beginners
Next, we published the Moon Dogs Series 
for children who needed to start at the 
very beginning. Aware of the importance 
of the visual appeal to older readers, we 
enlisted the help of Asha, Clair’s daughter, 
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2009 YPLA
In June 2009 I was appointed by the Secretary of State Ed Balls 
as Chair of the Young People’s Learning Agency Committee 
within the LSC National Council. Also, subject to the successful 
passage of the Apprenticeships, Skills and Learning Bill, I would 
be Chair of the YPLA. It was an unusual step to appoint a Chair 
of national education board who had experience of school 
headship. My first task was to recommend the appointment of 
the Chief Executive, Peter Lauener, and establish the Board of 
the YPLA. A key factor in the success of the YPLA Board was that 
the Chief Executive and the YPLA leadership clearly valued good 
governance and saw the development of a strong Board as critical 
to their work. 

The YPLA was also to include academies as part of its brief. 
The membership of the Board had therefore to reflect a wide 
constituency which included the Local Government Association, 
who were very much opposed to the establishment of the YPLA 
and representatives of the established academies who were very 
wary of an agency coming between them and their direct access 
to Government Ministers.

We also wished to include the FE Sector who often expressed 
their concern that the schools 6th Forms received favourable 

treatment with regard to funding students. The independent 
providers of post 16 education considered their voice did not 
receive the recognition they deserved. The private sector, 
represented by the CBI, Chamber of Commerce, and Institute 
of Directors had often articulated their view that the education 
sector was ‘turning out young people without the necessary skills 
and aptitudes for work’.

Given the varied constituencies on the Board the key word 
in during the time of the YPLA was ‘consensus’. Consensus was 
more than often achieved when we applied basic principles to a 
complex and often contentious issues, such as fairly distributing 
post 16 funding. The principles which supported consensus 
building were: the centrality of the student, valuing all providers, 
governing with integrity and most of all building trust by seeking 
to understand the perspectives of others. 

I do believe that within the two short years of the life of the 
YPLA we created a Board which is still recognised as one of the 
most effective national education boards.

Les Walton is chair of the  
Northern Education Trust

Education: 
the rock and 
roll years
Ageing rocker Les Walton reminisces

A key factor in the success of the YPLA 
Board was that the Chief Executive and the 
YPLA leadership clearly valued good governance 
and saw the development of a strong Board as 
critical to their work
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