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My School & Multi-Academy Trust Growth Guide





With over two decades of education experience across infant, primary, secondary, all-through and alternative provision schools and academies, distilled into an easy-to-read format, My School & Multi-Academy Trust Growth Guide aims to support the discussions and key considerations for any trust or school looking at their next steps for growth.


This consolidated guide will take you step by step through the key considerations as part of your growth journey, the opportunities and pathways available, balancing risk vs reward, capacity considerations, due diligence and more. It is aimed as a catalyst to support discussions with board members and senior leadership and provide key checklists to support your decision-making process.


With an ever-changing educational landscape and a clear trajectory for growth and scale within our MATs, this guide is an ideal companion and ‘litmus test’ for school leaders, trustees and governors involved in their school or trust’s strategic planning.
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To anyone and everyone who works in or supports our amazing schools, nurseries, colleges, universities and adult education provision in the UK: despite all the challenges and underfunded expectations, you rock!


A huge thank you. You have my shared respect.
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‘I first met Al in 2020 when he provided support to our failing MAT. From the start he gave me invaluable assistance allowing for a successful transfer to a new MAT. Al has a clear vision of child-focused education, and his depth of knowledge in all things educational was priceless. Al has a comprehensive knowledge of governance at every level and was my go-to person for help. His approach to existing trustees was both friendly and supportive, offering strong guidance tinged with a good sense of humour. On a personal level Al has always been at the end of the telephone for me and long may this continue. I have truly never met a more generous and supportive person either in education or not.’


Paul Rout, former chair of KWEST Multi-Academy Trust


‘Al is a shining light of the EdTech world. He is a fantastic advocate of EdTech collaboration between school leaders, education systems and the EdTech industry. Al champions and creates opportunities for teachers, school leaders and EdTech suppliers to work together constructively to share knowledge and best practice.’


Caroline Wright, director general, British Educational Suppliers Association


‘I have worked with Al since 2013 when I joined Hampton Academies Trust as governance professional. It is an absolute privilege to work with Al who is beyond dedicated to not only our trust, but also to supporting, challenging and improving the delivery of education across the board. Al’s generosity of time, support and knowledge of all aspects of governance is invaluable and we continue to raise the bar in our practice.’


Emily Culpin, governance professional, Hampton Academies Trust


‘Al is a great leader and thought-provoker. He has incredible experience and insights, and his heart is at the centre of education. He has supported and guided me on my journey throughout teaching and technology, and his knowledge and experience are invaluable to successful education with technology.’


Paul Tullock, Apple professional learning specialist


‘I love how Al encourages and inspires the next generation. My pupils have benefitted so much over the years from his generosity, enthusiasm and opportunities offered.’


Martin Bailey, digital enrichment leader


‘Al is a pioneer in transforming school learning but has also been a consistent support for many of us working in the sector – he quietly champions the small fish while having a huge global impact. The nicest man in EdTech.’


Ben Whitaker, director, EduFuturists
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Goodness, you sit down to write a book covering all the things you have encountered over the years and then realise writing the acknowledgement is actually the hardest part of all. The list is so long, in fact it’s far too long to include everyone I have learned from over the years. I often call myself an ‘edu-sponge’ and having written and reflected during this book, I reckon I am definitely a ‘strategy sponge’ too. Truth is, 90% of this book is courtesy of what I have learned from others along the way. I am a big fan of co-production and collaboration, both in the way that (as an EdTech CEO) we create sustainable and impactful solutions by developing within the education community, and in the way that, as part of a school governing body or trust board, we work collaboratively together. Within the education space, we all work together. It’s a collective of decisions and voices that join with the sole purpose of trying to help and make a difference.


My guide is intended to be brief and condensed, so I don’t intend to break that philosophy before I get started with the acknowledgements. I am blessed to know so many people across the education landscape (you know who you are), and I am hugely grateful for your willingness to share and collaborate.


I do have to give a special shout out to my home team at Hampton Academies Trust; we are on a journey together and I couldn’t think of better people to share that journey with. I would also like to say a huge thank you to the team at John Catt Educational, including Jonathan Barnes and Natasha Gladwell for their continued support in publishing my musings, alongside Mrs Kingsley for her efforts in proofing my atrocious typing skills, and to all of those who made time to share a resource, experience or opinion within this guide. And yes, with 30 years in EdTech learning and collaborating, I always want to give a nod to the fantastic team at NetSupport who continue to build their 30-year reputation as a trusted part of the education community.


It’s a tough time in education right now. We are losing amazing people every term and struggling to attract others to come and join the profession. You cannot help but see the level of pressure on all of our workforce right now, yet they deliver the foundations of our society and workforce of the future. Something has to give and I dearly hope those with the means to legislate for change do so before too much experience and goodwill has been lost. Personally, it is a privilege to work with so many inspiring people in education and I so wish we could show the appreciation and respect you all deserve.


I hope with this I can be a very small part of the catalyst within your schools to be talking more about the ‘what next’, and with fingers firmly crossed, I hope you find this guide useful.






















Not a foreword





I’ve included a foreword in my last two books to set the scene and context within which we work. For this book, especially with it being shaped around aspirations and strategic thinking, I thought we could start with a ‘sort of foreword’ to encourage us all to think much bigger, namely about the education system worldwide. After having the privilege of working with Michael Stevenson, senior advisor of education and skills at the OECD (www.oecd.org), I wanted to share a bit about the OECD’s ‘High Performing Systems of Tomorrow’ project and looking towards a system that facilitates ‘Education for Human Flourishing’. This is a project that, if you are reading this book, you could actively engage with during their ongoing consultations.


As Michael explained in January 2023…




High Performing Systems of Tomorrow, Stakeholder Consultation


The origins of the High Performing Systems for Tomorrow (HPST) project lie in the wish of those countries and economies that have led the world in the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) to learn from each other and continue to improve their education systems. The OECD, supported by the Templeton World Charity Foundation and the National Center on Education and the Economy, organised a series of policy dialogues for jurisdictions whose students regularly achieve high scores and do so to a significant extent irrespective of background. The dialogues explored differences between the learning systems of participating jurisdictions to generate new insights into success factors, and considered the significance of artificial intelligence and other global trends for the future of education.


This led to the creation of the Education for Human Flourishing framework. We noted that economic development now occupies a narrower moral space, lying between a social foundation beneath which no one should fall and an ecological ceiling above which the Earth will be further degraded. We argued that the educational goals of the modern era, associated strongly with preparing people for employment, should be relocated in a broader vision: equipping people to find their purpose in life through learning. We borrowed on Aristotle’s belief that the flourishing life is reason-based, moral, meaningful, contemplative and capable of awe. And we proposed that as robots develop greater cognitive capabilities, humans should develop social and metacognitive intelligences that complement and harness artificial intelligence (Education for Human Flourishing, Centre for Strategic Education 2022).


High Performing Systems for Tomorrow is now entering its second phase, with Education for Human Flourishing as the centrepiece. For the next three years, British Columbia in Canada, Estonia, Finland and Singapore (which all took part in the first phase) will be joined by Australia, Germany and the United Kingdom in setting out to develop a deeper understanding of what Education for Human Flourishing might mean for education purposes, policies and practices. As a group, we hope to offer guidance to countries wishing to move in this direction and to provide perspectives on the future of PISA and other OECD surveys.


A number of organisations are integral to the second phase of HPST. The primary funder is the Templeton World Charity Foundation (www.templetonworldcharity.org). The National Center on Education and the Economy (www.ncee.org) is providing funding as well as thought partnership and contributing to the policy dialogues. The International Baccalaureate Organisation (www.ibo.org), representing over 5000 outstanding schools around the world, will help us test emerging ideas. Big Change is supporting an innovative approach to building leadership capacities, that could draw on the approach of Theory U. And the Teach for All (www.teachforall.org) network is helping to convene and facilitate national and international stakeholder consultations.





Templeton World Charity Foundation shared a summary of the six key hypotheses that the Education for Human Flourishing Project will look to examine and develop, these being:




	Global, societal, interpersonal, and intra-personal factors, accelerated by the emergence of AI, suggest that education should be re-conceptualised to enable human flourishing.



	In an AI world, education for human flourishing should equip people to lead meaningful and worthwhile lives, oriented toward the future and drawing on adaptive expertise, ethical decision-making, and aesthetic perception.



	Learning environments should support the development of cognition and motivation, as well as nurture capacities for collaboration and connecting disparate concepts.



	Teaching should balance guided, active, and experiential learning strategies, underpinned by appropriate education technologies, to steer the development of the whole child.



	Education systems should therefore ensure that all people are fully prepared to lead meaningful, worthwhile lives, oriented toward the future and drawing on adaptive expertise and ethical decision-making and aesthetic perception.



	Assessment should measure the extent to which (a) all learners are developing the capacities to lead meaningful, worthwhile lives and (b) education systems are developing the capacities to support them. (Belfali, n. d.)






I have included this non-foreword because I would love for you to get involved and support this research and be involved in future consultations; we should all have a voice. In the UK, the Foundation for Education Development (www.fed.education) are working with and supporting the OECD on this project, and I would encourage you to reach out to them at www.fed.education/contact if you would like to find out about future opportunities to get involved. By being mindful of projects and initiatives like this, we can hopefully widen the lens through which we shape our own aspirations for growth, to not just be successful schools and multi-academy trusts, but also places that always encourage and facilitate human flourishing for both children and staff.


‘Rather than referring to floor targets and Ofsted grades as the only measure of organisational success, children need us to be talking about how schools develop enterprise, how we can enable them to access opportunities to learn a wide-range of languages and understand and engage with other cultures, how we teach and instil resilience and adaptability, and how we ensure that children are empowered masters of technology.


‘It is time for all trusts, schools and leaders to collectively change the discourse to what really matters.’


Helen Barker, head of Kyra Teaching School Alliance




















An introduction to My School & Multi-Academy Trust Growth Guide


I’m an avid writer about all things education, normally with a limit of 1500 words. I’ve managed to write two ‘proper’ books, but having done an EdTech diary and a governance handbook, this seemed the logical point to introduce a guide instead… just to complete the set! In truth, one of the most important things I have learned about the resources I share is that people look to them for two primary purposes: to learn new ideas and to validate their own. For some, it’s 90% learning. For others, it’s 90% validation. Either way, it helps you move to the next steps of your process or project. I should probably drop into the mix at this point that, after two relatively fat books, my choice of calling this book a ‘guide’ is to set expectations that it’s intentionally not a huge read. I have kept the sections as concise as I can so that you can get on with the discussions around your meeting tables as soon as you are ready.


In my role as a multi-academy trust chair, the discussions around growth are high on the agenda and have been for some years. Initially, it’s probably fair to say that it was driven by looking at leveraging economies of scale, building a broader base of excellence at both primary and secondary, and sustainability. More recently, it’s been driven back into focus by the Department for Education’s 2022 ‘Opportunity for all: strong schools with great teachers for your child’ White Paper, which shaped the Draft Schools Bill (DfE, 2022a).


As we will discuss in the guide ahead, we might acknowledge that the Schools Bill in its presented form has been scrapped and will not now turn into policy, but for many of us 7500 students or at least 10 schools have become very familiar numbers and a catalyst for reviewing our strategic growth plans with a fresh set of eyes. For some, it’s to aim for that level, and for other larger multi-academy trusts, it has been to look at how they might respond to opportunities that come their way, consolidate, and review capacity.


I’ll share plenty more stats in the sections ahead, but I was reviewing the ‘Academies Benchmark Report 2023’ by Kreston Reeves (2023), which reviewed the financial picture of over 2700 schools. One of the key indicators that stood out was that larger trusts with more than 7500 pupils have achieved surpluses this year, broadly in line with the strong financial performance of 2021, when the average in-year financial surplus doubled to £1.7m. They also shared that 70% of MATs said they expected to grow this year, with 92% forecasting growth by the end of 2023-24. That strongly reinforces the current appetite for growth and is why, I hope, this guide will be timely for your endeavours.


What I have attempted to do in this guide is to distil all the drivers for growth, the considerations around opportunity and risk, the questions for leadership and school or trust governance to facilitate discussion around your boardrooms, and to either spark some fresh perspectives or to validate that you already have all the right topics on the table. Every school and every multi-academy trust is different, so with that in mind, I’m sharing questions and considerations; not answers, I’m afraid. That bit is for you to figure out. [image: Inline image]


‘I’ve heard Al speak, and I’m delighted he has written this book. The sector is still relatively young, and the more people like Al share wisdom, the quicker we learn. If only this had been written eight years ago, my time at Chiltern Learning Trust would have been much smoother!’


Adrian Rogers, CEO and NLE at Chiltern Learning Trust





A bit about me
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So, I guess I should tell you a little about me — it seems only polite to at least give you a sense of my background and experience, which has culminated in me taking pen to paper and creating this guide. When describing my career, it’s easier to split it into two neat and relatively equal halves, with both sides rather agreeably aligned and giving me a fairly unique perspective on the successes, failures and potential of educational technology.


On the one side, I am group CEO of NetSupport (www.NetSupportSoftware.com), an international EdTech software company that specialises in providing co-produced education solutions to help meet the needs of schools, trusts and districts around the world. Within this role (which spans 30 years) I have worked with schools and ministries of education around the world, which has enabled us to develop a diverse range of solutions that support many aspects of school life, including managing the IT, facilitating classroom instruction, keeping children safe online and delivering notifications across the school.


All these solutions have evolved as a result of co-creation with the education space, adapting to a changing landscape and, where appropriate, building a platform-agnostic approach to ensure they all work within a mixed-IT environment.


So that’s a high-level summary of the business side of Al – 30 years working with schools, ministries of education and school districts to develop solutions that are fit for purpose and deliver on their promises. It’s been a real learning journey and one that has allowed me to understand and delve deeper into the challenges (and opportunities) that technology can provide.


I did mention there were two halves to me. Education is an absolute passion of mine and I grab every opportunity to contribute and add value to support the delivery of education within my community and the wider area. So I also have almost 20 years’ experience of school governance. At the time of writing this book, I am chair of a multi-academy trust in the East of England, chair of an alternative provision academy and chair of the regional special educational needs and disabilities (SEND) board. As well as working with amazing and, frankly, inspiring people across those trusts, I am also very fortunate to be able to experience and work across the full spectrum of school settings. My schools include infant, primary, secondary, and all-through provision, as well as those for children with complex needs, who struggle with mainstream education and require a more tailored alternative provision.


With my experience supporting multi-academy trusts and my governance background, I also sit on the regional schools directorate’s advisory board (formerly RSC headteacher board) for the East of England, and in that capacity I provide support for their work in developing and raising standards within academies across the region.


From my school governance experience, I’m also chair of our regional governors leadership group, and for several years I’ve also hosted my own blog (www.schooltrustee.blog) where I try to share bite-size chunks of information, resources and best practice for the benefit of other volunteers working within school governance.


I believe that we are all lifelong learners, and one aspect of that which really resonates with me is in supporting the broader pathways for young people as they leave mainstream education. So, alongside my trust roles, I’m also an apprenticeship ambassador for the East of England and chair of our regional employment and skills board.
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For the last three years I have been a council member for the Foundation for Education Development (www.fed.education) and a strong supporter of their vision for a long-term education strategy for the UK; a fellow of the Royal Society for Arts; and an active member of and writer for the Forbes Technology Council (www.forbes.com).


As some of you will also know, I’m an enthusiastic education article writer for a broad range of education titles around the world and an equally enthusiastic podcast contributor. Like many working within the education space, I’m only too happy to take part in discussions and debates concerning the effective use of tech, safeguarding, governance and digital strategy, to name but a few, and to learn from my peers and share ideas and advice on best practice. I can promise you, chatting on a podcast or panel is a whole lot easier than attempting to write a book, but if you’re reading this, I must be on the right track.


So that’s me – a happy fusion of life in the commercial and education worlds. I’m also a firm believer in the big Cs, so expect a fair number of references to context, community, collaboration, communication, content, co-construction and creativity in this book, while I celebrate compassionate, capable and confident educators.


On a personal note, I’m also a dog lover and never underestimate the value of a furry friend for wellbeing (I have a lovely cockapoo, Ferdi, who keeps me grounded and motivated every morning).







Purpose


So where do I start? Well, I guess the word ‘purpose’ sets us on a trajectory to simply encourage dialogue and reflection on that single big question: do we want to grow? It seems an obvious one in many regards, where it would be perfectly easy to respond with ‘yes, as long as it’s the right fit’. The question that follows is that if I sat down with all your senior leaders, trustees or governors and asked the same question, would they all provide the same answer and, more importantly, be able to articulate why they had arrived at that conclusion?


Growth by nature seems a positive thing but, as I hope I will encourage you to unpick (or at the very least, validate your existing thoughts), it comes in many shapes and sizes, happens at different rates of change and, as is often the case, the devil really is in the detail. If you have absolutely no ambitions for growth, it’s good to still work through the questions and reappraise your position on an annual basis. You may well still be right, or you may be being left behind… that’s for you to draw the ultimate conclusion.


So in this guide we will talk through the current state of the landscape, consider the pros and cons of growth, how we effectively self-evaluate where our schools currently are, consider all the potential routes for growth, address an elephant or two in the room, assess risks vs opportunities, look for ways to effectively measure the impact of any changes and wrap up with some handy places to find out more.


That’s it – the guide is intentionally not presented as a research paper or technical handbook. Please remember it’s a guide to spark discussion and challenge around the table in each of your schools or MATs. Ultimately, you and you alone hold the answers and conclusions to all the aspects I include.
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State of the nation – current school and MAT landscape


I reflected on this section at length, particularly with the mindset of not just sharing data for data’s sake, so I have tried to keep my focus on the numbers that help shape the bigger picture and inform specifically on where we currently are.


So, let’s get the base numbers out of the way in terms of the broad schools landscape. There are currently 32,163 schools in the UK. Of these, 3079 are nurseries or early-learning centres, 20,806 are primary schools, 23 are middle schools and 4190 are secondary schools. In addition, there are 2461 independent schools, 1546 special schools, 57 non-maintained special schools and 348 pupil referral units (PRUs). This data was collated by BESA (British Educational Suppliers Association) as part of their annual UK education statistics report (BESA, 2022a) from data shared by the Department for Education, Welsh Government, Scottish Government and Northern Ireland Department of Education. I have also included links for each country’s government data within my reference section if you want to undertake further analysis.


If we dive a bit deeper and summarise by country, then this is the current data (remember it may have moved a bit depending on when you read this).
























	School type


	Total


	England


	Scotland


	Wales


	Northern Ireland







	Nursery/early learning


	3079


	388


	2630


	9


	94







	Primary


	20,806


	16,791


	2001


	1219


	784







	Middle/secondary


	4213


	3458


	357


	205


	192







	Independent


	2461


	2366


	-


	80


	14







	Special


	1546


	1005


	111


	40


	39







	Non-maintained special


	57


	57


	-


	-


	-







	Pupil referral units


	348


	348


	-


	-


	-










Another interesting summary from the same research as above was school and class sizes. The average school size for a primary was 281 and for a secondary was 986 (I was surprised at the latter and thought it would be larger). Thirty-five percent of primary schools and 77% of secondary schools are academies. The average primary class size was 27 at primary and only 22 at secondary (that was another surprise).


To complete my mini state of the nation, they also highlighted that the average school budget (total revenues) was £1,295,000 for primary and £5,512,000 for a secondary – this is the point where you quickly calculate whether your schools are being better (or worse) funded than the average. [image: Inline image]
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