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This book is dedicated to my leadership team, including the core leadership group and board. Most have been with me from the beginning and it has been a privilege to co-create the organisation, learning so much along the way.
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FOREWORD





The politics, pitfalls and possibilities of schools working closely together have been a feature of our national system of education for as long as it has existed. Yet the ambitions of 21st-century governments to deliver a so-called trust-led landscape are far removed from the 1944 Education Act’s original vision of schooling in this country. There is nervousness in the system.


Stand back a while. Let us ponder the word ‘trust’.


This five-letter word has its origins in the Old Norse word traust: a safe abode, confidence, security. The Vikings brought the word to England in the 800s. We have been playing with it ever since.


Interestingly, the Mercers, Haberdashers and Skinners – to name three philanthropic organisations involved in education today – were established in the 14th and 15th centuries as distinguished livery companies, a reflection of their guild and trading origins. The Charitable Uses Act of 1601 enshrined in law the idea of a list of purposes or activities that ‘the State believed were of general benefit to society, and to which the State wanted to encourage private contributions’.


Charitable trusts gathered momentum in the 19th century with the advent of hundreds of cooperatives across Europe. Today, according to the organisation Pro Bono Economics, the UK charity sector contributes a mammoth £200 billion in economic value each year, many times the official estimate. It is a thriving part of the economy, and brings much to society’s wellbeing.


A trust conveys something soft and not-for-profit; an entity that speaks of cooperation, collegiality and working for the greater good.


The notion of academy trusts, alongside hospital trusts, is a more recent one, launched by Tony Blair’s government in the 1990s. And immediately this enduringly trusted word ‘trust’ somehow became an object of suspicion. Memorably, Robin Cook, one of Blair’s cabinet members, lamented that the advent of competing NHS trusts meant surgeons no longer shared best medical practices.


Over the past 20 years, the abuses in governance and finance that have been a regrettable feature of the multi-academy landscape – albeit in a tiny minority of cases – have reinforced the view that trusts are in some way dodgy.


How sad this is. Every teacher knows that great teaching is rooted in trusting relationships with students. Every leader knows that great schools are founded upon trusting professional relationships.


In shaping the partnership/trust-led landscape ahead, all stakeholders must commit to transparency and work in good faith with others. The system’s collective ambition must surely be to create families of schools that benefit those within and beyond their boundaries. A culture of traust must be the bedrock. Ego-driven competition between trusts has to be a feature of the past landscape. Rebecca Boomer-Clark of Academies Enterprise Trust speaks rightly of ‘system generosity’.


Trust is, of course, a word that lies at the centre of our personal lives. A breakdown of trust in a relationship or family is a torpedo to the heart. Most of us as humans have experienced that feeling. And no organisation can escape human error. So let the coming decade in education be one in which, by 2030, we can sing the praises of a partnership/trust-led system run for the benefit of children and young people’s wellbeing and academic achievements, led by professionals who are proud to serve.


In common with all titles in this series, Section One is ordered under the A–Z alphabetical headings. Section Two presents further material for professional development.


What Neil Blundell succeeds in writing – taking the reader from Balderdash and Dividend, through Mistakes and Pedagogy, to Wonga and Yellow – is an outstanding analysis of the current multi-academy landscape, and how we got here.


His advice and provocations on culture, autonomy, scale, standardisation, civic responsibility, governance, capacity and the future add up to a compelling handbook for leaders of any partnerships or groupings of schools.


Roy Blatchford, series editor






















INTRODUCTION







Every day feels like the first day, and every day you think, ‘They’re going to fire me; I don’t know what I’m doing here; I don’t know how to do this; I don’t know why I’m here; everybody’s going to find out.’


Michelle Williams





It is not just leaders in education who are reluctant to put themselves forward, hampered by self-doubt and working on the assumption that most people know more than they do. Some time ago, I began meetings with local multi-academy trust (MAT) CEOs in an attempt to share learning and work towards a more sustained partnership. The meetings were productive and cordial but often left me feeling somewhat overwhelmed.


I found that I would return to our central team musing about the things that we had not done and perhaps should have done. The team no doubt began to dread my return from the CEO gatherings.


It took an impromptu and candid conversation in a pub sometime later for a few of us to realise that we all similarly left these meetings feeling like we had too much to do; like we had not made enough progress. The truth was that we were all doing stuff – important stuff – it just wasn’t the same stuff, and we all made each other feel like it might not be the right stuff.


This book is written in the spirit of that conversation and, several years on, I am still not always sure that we are doing the right stuff. I am, however, more comfortable with that now. Looking back, I can see the progress we have made. There are many different ways to set up and run a multi-academy trust; to dictate one correct way would be to ignore the diverse range of circumstances that leaders find themselves within and the differing local nuance and politics.


Nevertheless, there has been learning in this presently immature system. This is an attempt to share some of our experiences and challenges along the way. If I had read it seven years ago, it would have been a help to me as I hope it might be to others.


I draw from my own experience of setting up a multi-academy trust in the South West of England; from one school serving approximately 900 students to a growing, and significantly larger, network of children and young people. My perspectives are drawn from experiences in small- and medium-sized trusts and reflections about the role or challenges for large trusts are merely conjecture, not born out of personal involvement.


Neil Blundell


https://www.cathedralschoolstrust.org/






















SECTION ONE

























ABOUT





When we look for information about a school or multi-academy trust, our first stop is often the ‘About Us’ section of the website. In the early part of my education leadership career, I didn’t pay too much attention to this. Preparing for school visits during school improvement or inspection work, I would often sit in the reception, looking vaguely at the values and vision emblazoned on the wall or take note of the glossy PR brochure peppered with soundbites.


‘Aspire’, ‘Challenge’, ‘Ambition’, ‘Kindness’, ‘Hope’, ‘Courage’ – it all seemed a little vacuous to me; moreover, it often didn’t represent the culture that I found in the school I was visiting, reviewing or inspecting. Children and staff seemed, all too often, unaware of what these words really meant or, indeed, how the words applied to their daily lives. Sometimes the school lacked the very kindness, ambition or courage represented in the statements. Looking back, it seems odd that I was so cynical or ambivalent about cultural statements. When working in schools, I often used Haim Ginott’s well-known passage:




I have come to a frightening conclusion.


I am the decisive element in the classroom.


It is my personal approach that creates the climate.


It is my daily mood that makes the weather.


As a teacher I possess a tremendous power to make a child’s life miserable or joyous.


I can be a tool of torture or an instrument of inspiration.


I can humiliate or humour, hurt or heal.


In all situations it is my response that decides whether a crisis will be escalated or de-escalated, and a child humanized or dehumanized.





Andy Hunter quotes this passage in The A–Z of Secondary Leadership, also in this series, and I make no apology for repeating the message here. Twenty-five years into educational leadership, I recognise increasingly that leaders’ personal approaches do create the climate and determine the weather. It took me too long to fully understand the importance of culture. My personal paradigm of leadership has shifted; for me, culture has become the most important thing for a school or, indeed, a multi-academy trust. When we get it right, culture describes who we want to be at our best; how we hope to behave. Where it works well, people in all parts of the organisation buy into it, understand it deeply and work collegiately in support.


To cite Dan Nicholls, Director of Education at the Cabot Learning Foundation:




Strong trusts know and understand why they exist. They have a set of compelling values and clarity of purpose that galvanises colleagues into shared endeavour and collective responsibility. This clarity aligns colleagues, informs the strategic investments and paints a compelling future that guides the big and small decisions made across the trust by all colleagues every day. It is in these actions, over time, and not in the written words, that culture emerges.1





Multi-academy trusts have been part of the English system for more than a decade now. The MAT movement evolved from the academies’ movement in the early 2000s and was accelerated after the appointment of regional school commissioners in 2014. With greater adoption of academies as a tried-and-tested educational model, and with all new schools becoming free schools, MATs have quickly become the predominant model of school governance in England. They are, however, still relatively new organisations. Although nearly half of English schools have joined or formed one, it is still early days, and there is likely to be an ongoing debate for some time about which model best supports school improvement.


The most academised region is the South West and, despite some political ‘rowing back’ following the publishing of the white paper (‘Opportunity for all: strong schools with great teachers for your child’) in March 2022, there has been a gradual increase in academisation. Over the next decade, it seems likely that most schools within England will become part of a wider, non-local-authority-related family, and the Department for Education (DfE) has persisted with the phrase ‘all schools to be in or joining a strong trust by 2030’.


In his book The Advantage: Why Organizational Health Trumps Everything Else in Business, Patrick Lencioni2 states that there are six critical questions which every leader must be able to answer:




	Why do we exist?



	How do we behave?



	What do we do?



	How will we succeed?



	What is most important right now?



	Who must do what?






The first two questions are fundamental for all trusts, so when we look to consider ‘About Us’ within the MAT system, there are perhaps two things worth referencing:




Macro




	What is the purpose of a trust? How does being part of a family of schools improve the lives of children, and how does working collaboratively improve teaching and leadership?











Micro




	How does a trust define its vision and values? How do CEOs, trustees and leaders define their reason for being and how does this differ from a single-school context?






My own experience of setting up a trust came about as part of the free school movement. As an existing headteacher of an academy in Bristol in 2011/12, I suggested to the governing body via the chair that we might consider setting up a primary feeder school in the second wave of the free school movement. The secondary school was a music specialist school, and we were dismayed at the lack of musical experiences children had been exposed to before starting KS3. Developing earlier musical opportunities for children, nurturing talent and providing musical experiences, particularly for the most disadvantaged children, was something that governors could see might benefit the wider community.


As a result, in 2013, our first primary school free school opened its doors to its first cohort of children. The new school temporarily borrowed some space from its secondary sister school. It had only three teachers at the outset, and we had no idea whether it was sustainable. In those days, the DfE was prepared to open schools without permanent accommodation – the race was on to find the school a home before it grew too big.


It was a stressful time. Parents had bought into the vision of the new school – they knew the risks – but it would have been heartbreaking to have had to close the school if accommodation could not be found. Ten years on and the school is thriving, with buildings next door to the secondary school and with the students from the first cohort (now in Year 10) continuing to perform, play and sing just as we imagined they would.


From 2013, we recognised the challenges of governance for two schools. We had opened another school without thinking about what might be the best structure for the future. The governors of both schools began to think about it, and three choices became apparent:




	Form an all-through school and lose precious funding.



	Form a trust and invite other schools to join us.



	Join another, more-mature trust.






A sub-group was formed and we began speaking to other trusts, considering how we might align our vision and values. It was much more complicated than anticipated; for a start, the original secondary school was a Church of England academy. Even more complicated than that, it was a ‘Cathedral school’; one of the rare independent schools that had made the transition to the state sector in 2008. The diocese clearly needed to be consulted; a consultation that would result in nearly five years of debate about the right set of articles.


What became apparent was that our curriculum values were not shared across other trusts. As a pair of music specialist schools, we were anxious to ensure that music and the performing arts would continue to be promoted and encouraged. It was difficult to find reassurance that this would be protected. Things were beginning to feel complicated! Other questions began to be considered:




	Where did we see autonomy standardisation and how much choice would our school leaders have in deciding the curriculum, budget etc.?



	What about geography? What were the benefits of continuing to serve local communities?



	Size: did we want to become part of a large organisation? What scale of trust brought the most benefits for our schools?






These were all big questions, and we didn’t have the answers. In short, we didn’t know who we were or who we wanted to be. We didn’t have confident answers to either the macro or the micro questions.


However, our thinking was developing and we were beginning to understand what was important to us. In developing the beginnings of a vision which set out some broad parameters, including size, geography and constitution, we were clear that we wanted to be part of a local trust that was not too big, that valued the performing arts and creativity, that was welcoming to different types of school (faith and non-faith) and that had high levels of autonomy. It was a start, and enough to make the decision to form our own trust.


Looking back, it is interesting to reflect on how little thought we as leaders gave to the deeper ‘About Us’ question. Perhaps it was not surprising. It was a busy time: encouraging other schools to join, submitting an additional secondary free school bid, trying to look after our existing schools, engaging with the diocese. It all took time and energy. In truth, the deeper ‘About Us’ thinking evolved over time. Our views have changed and continue to evolve. I was clearly naive in the early days, not recognising enough how the competing influences of ego, control, politics, history and, of course, existing culture all combined to form a complicated landscape which wasn’t just about children and families, teaching or leadership.


So when we look at trusts, at different cultures, it is important to reflect on the ‘About Us’. How does it inform us about the way the organisation leads and behaves? What about the way it treats staff and children? What is its moral purpose?


The landscape is complex and ever changing; trusts are forming and reforming, merging and closing. Not all the decisions made in the last decade were sensible. In many cases, growth was prioritised at the expense of intelligent design. There are more checks and balances in place now. However, the degree to which trusts vary is enormous, and a method for best practice across the system has not yet been widely disseminated. While we get on with that maturation project, we must recognise that there is still much to do to ensure that trusts reflect and are held to account.


The system is shifting and at different rates. In regions with fewer academies, new trusts are forming all the time and in the more mature areas, we are beginning to see mergers and acquisitions. As we do, we must ensure that the rationale for change includes a compelling vision; a vision which clearly articulates why and how the new organisation will work to benefit children and further contribute to the wider system.




ASIDE


Question




	How do trust leaders ensure that the values of the organisation are well defined, shared and evolved?






A good way of really understanding the culture of an organisation is to ask staff what they value most and what they would least like to lose. Ultimately, culture drives behaviours, decisions and processes. You can also ask colleagues what behaviours they would like to lose. When we are considering how to form or join a trust, it is the most important thing.











1 Nicholls, D. (2023) ‘Five functions of a strong trust, strong trust, great schools’. Available at: https://dannicholls1.com/2023/02/26/five-functions-of-a-strong-trust-strong-trust-great-schools/



2 Lencioni P. M. (2012) The Advantage: Why Organizational Health Trumps Everything Else in Business. New Jersey: Jossey Bass.























BALDERDASH





Many leaders now fully immersed in senior leadership within the multi-academy system have become relatively blind to the opposing position. Only half of the schools within England operate within these structures, and there are thousands of leaders who have not yet begun to explore the advantages and disadvantages of the system. Many regard the trust system as an inappropriate response to the demise of the LA (local authority) and lament the loss of school autonomy. In short, there are many who think it is balderdash.


Behind the cynicism, there are no doubt factors that are worth exploring in detail.




COLLABORATION


Hardwired into the system for multi-school improvement is the need to collaborate so that best practice can be disseminated and so that all schools within a family can improve together. Collaboration is hard, and not always initially popular; it requires compromise, and that is perhaps why it is so difficult. Egos often get in the way.


Subject leaders think long and hard about what works best and often want to teach materials that they are personally invested in. English teachers may want to teach a text at KS3 that they have enjoyed and that they feel they know intimately. Music teachers might choose familiar and well-liked musical stimuli that represent a particular compositional device or skill. It is difficult to compromise around the curriculum but curriculum alignment or standardisation is necessary for school improvement to work at scale. Critically, collaboration requires leaders to grasp a bigger vision. Not everyone is prepared to do that. Strong leadership is required for successful collaboration with thoughtful structures and processes. When done well, collaboration should decrease workload though staff may fear the opposite. The perception of a loss to school autonomy and power balance between schools is common and a barrier to effective collaboration.







COMMUNITIES


How do we ensure that we retain some sense of community? Is it possible that the organisation will just get too big; so big that we lose our sense of belonging and identity? Some research points to the ideal size of human communities where society functions at its best. Very large secondary schools often have more than 150 staff, and some of the largest trusts can have up to 100 schools. The largest MATs educate in excess of 30,000 children requiring over 3500 staff. As we adapt, we need to consider how we make sense of our communities; many cannot yet perceive the benefit of working at any scale – let alone 100+ schools – and remain fearful about transitioning to the multi-school system.







LEADERS AND EGOS


This scale brings elements of the corporate world: sophisticated back-office systems and highly paid executive leaders. Not all believe that this is in the best interests of children and families. We see similar criticisms within the NHS: ‘too many leaders and not enough doers, teachers, doctors or nurses’. If trusts are going to continue to be the dominant system, they must be seen to improve teaching and leadership directly.


Some headteachers may have moved into the multi-academy system to forward their careers while others may fear that moving into a trust means that they will lose autonomy, power or influence. We tend not to talk about it but we should! The early part of the system saw something of a ‘land grab’ with trusts growing quickly and without much intelligent design. It didn’t help the reputation of the system and there were those critics who understandably called it ‘empire-building’. It is important not to stifle ambition, either for individuals or organisations, but when combined with ego there is a danger that the opportunities offered within the multi-school system may become corrupted in favour of individuals rather than the good of the wider community.








TIME


‘I am a good teacher and I just need the time to be with my students, my school team.’ ‘I have been doing this for 20+ years; these things will come and go and I cannot possibly see what part I have to play.’ ‘My pupils need me to teach them and don’t need me disappearing every week to collaborate.’ These are all genuine concerns from real and committed educationalists and we have to be able to prove that collaboration saves time and makes pedagogy richer.


Recently, a head of department stopped me in a corridor to tell me how pleased they were that the collaboration work had reduced their workload: ‘I used to have nine assessments to set and moderate, now I have three!’ Leaders spend so much time preparing materials and curriculum content. When they leave the school or, worse still, education, staff often take that knowledge and those materials with them. The curriculum collapses, exposing the fragility inherent within a system without scale.







INCENTIVE


‘We are fine as we are!’ The schools within the education community that are doing well, have been served well by effective local authorities, have good ‘soft’ local networks and, perhaps, are better funded than others may not see the need to make any significant adjustments – and perhaps they are right. We all know that it is easier for some; the lack of equity across the system is clear. All schools have pressures but for many, they are more acute: those serving significantly disadvantaged communities, perhaps surrounded by grammar schools, underfunded, under planned admission number (PAN), in buildings in a poor state of repair, perhaps in and out of Ofsted categories. For those schools, joining a trust may be much more attractive. If you are fine as you are, there is little short-term incentive.


Of course, to a point, it is difficult to convince colleagues that trusts work when some of them don’t … yet. Colleagues cannot be easily convinced if they are only looking in from afar. Six years into our work, my thinking has changed dramatically – but only because I have been so deeply involved.








SCEPTICISM AND FALSE DATA


It is interesting to note some of the resistance from unions to academisation and multi-academy trusts. In a headline, the National Education Union (NEU) quotes three ‘myths about academisation’:




	Joining a MAT improves academic attainment.



	Academisation boosts Ofsted grades.



	Academy trusts offer more financial support and security.3






I am a critical fan of academies, believing that there are more issues created by slowing the academisation process than there would be in accelerating it. Yet, the three challenges are fair and we should consider them in detail. To do so, we do need to look at the assertions in a balanced way.


Point one, relating to improving attainment, cites evidence from a UCL report from 2018 that notably focuses on academic attainment rather than progress. It draws our attention to an Education Policy Institute report, published in 2018, comparing school performance and pupil improvement at every trust and local authority in England at both key stages 2 and 4. It revealed that academy chains are ‘disproportionately represented’ among the worst performing groups of primary schools, with 12 making it into the bottom 20.


It is hardly surprising that the primary schools represented in 2018 were under-performing, given that trusts were key drivers for school improvement. Many schools were brokered into trusts to support them in making rapid improvement. Similarly, it is likely that many schools joining trusts over time have done so because they are concerned about their capacity for school improvement – and we all know that school improvement takes time. As a result, Ofsted grades will be equally subject to variation while school improvement initiatives take time to embed.


The Local Government Association cites new analysis that purports to prove that LA-maintained schools are performing better. The NEU has commented that the report ‘demonstrates the value of a democratically organised and supported school system’. It is a debate that is likely to continue; however the issue is not whether trusts are better than LA systems. The critical question is rather: what are the best structures – governance, leadership etc. – in support of school improvement?


In relation to financial security, the NEU cites a study which found that, compared with local-authority-maintained schools, academies spent proportionately less on teacher salaries (1.5%) and educational support (1%), and more on back-office costs (1%). The study was completed in 2015–16. It will be good to look at this again in 2025–26 to see what has happened to the back-office costs and to consider whether that offers better value for money within trusts.


Although some trusts have clearly made a difference and have improved outcomes and standards at scale, others have failed to do so. The system is immature, and we are now realising that to make a difference there are several contributing factors to successful trusts. Ultimately, the difference between trusts and local authorities will be tested over time. We all know that LAs gave rise to considerable variation in standards, but had decades to prove they were the best vehicle for school improvement. The trust system needs to be given time before we say ‘balderdash’.


There are various other facts cited as anti-MAT propaganda:




	Joining is irreversible. (Mostly true, but some movement is now happening between trusts; 176 academies moved trusts in 2021–22. In my view we should have more movement between trusts. If schools do not feel they are being supported well then there should be a mechanism for carefully considered re-brokering.)



	MATs are less accountable to parents etc. (Not sure why this would be true, except perhaps where local governance arrangements have been significantly changed.)



	Students are more likely to be taught by an unqualified teacher. (Highly unlikely and I’m not sure whether there is much of an evidence base for this. Just because trusts have the freedom to appoint unqualified teachers doesn’t mean they would want to.)



	By becoming an academy, a school risks losing vital LA support. (Not sure there is much support in some regions, though mostly LAs now work thoughtfully in true partnership with MATs.)



	Teacher pay is worse in academies but CEO pay is soaring. (Not convincing; all schools need to be competitive. CEO pay is clearly an issue. However, if a trust has 1000 employees and a turnover of £70+ million, then we should consider the appropriate remuneration the office deserves given the levels of responsibility.)



	Academies undermine staff pay and conditions. (Really? All schools need to recruit and retain successfully. Why would we undermine pay and conditions? It would make us less competitive and that wouldn’t make sense. Recruitment and retention has never been more important. To be competitive, trusts need to attract and recruit the best staff.)






Leading within the system that is evolving requires us to be patient and to know what the critics believe. Trust leaders need to be aware of the criticisms and the shortfalls, recognising the constant need to make the case. It seems unlikely to me that well-run trusts cannot do a better job than LAs who had conflicting priorities and often a distinct lack of meaningful intervention. Some schools might argue that they go faster alone, but they might be better going further together!




ASIDE


Question




	How does the LA system better support collaboration or dissemination?






It is interesting that some of the opposition seems to follow political lines and there is an assumption that the system is a Conservative policy. In fact, the academy movement was originally a Labour policy and, as yet, there seem to be no plans for radical change by governments of any political colour. Perhaps the debate should focus on the best system to support schools irrespective of party politics and the overarching question we are seeking to answer:


What are the best structures, governance, leadership etc. in support of school improvement?











3 National Education Union. Available at: https://neu.org.uk/advice/your-rights-work/academisation/neu-case-against-academisation























CHURCH







THE HISTORY OF CHURCH SCHOOLS


Most church schools came about through the drive for mass provision of Christian education for the poor in the early and middle years of the 19th century. The National Society for Promoting the Education of the Poor in the Principles of the Established Church, now known as The National Society (Church of England) for Promoting Religious Education (or more often simply the National Society), was created in 1811, with the mission of founding a church school in every parish in England and Wales.


By the time of the UK Census of 1851, the church had established 17,000 schools. State provision for public education came with the 1870 Education Act by supplementing the provision of the church. This Act demonstrated the partnership between the state and the church in education, and this has continued to the present day. At the beginning of the 20th century, there were over 14,000 voluntary schools, of which rather more than 1000 were Roman Catholic, with a similar number provided by the Wesleyans and other denominations. The majority of the rest were Church of England schools.


The Education Act of 1944 gave church schools the option of increased state funding and control as ‘voluntary controlled schools’ or lesser state support and greater independence as ‘voluntary aided schools’. This Act also required that all schools have a daily act of collective worship and religious instruction. By the 1950s and 1960s, the Roman Catholic Church had expanded its school provision vigorously, especially at the secondary level. By comparison, the expansion in Anglican secondary schools was modest, and the number of its primary schools declined.
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