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				Foreword

				Being a business manager is an excellent career choice. The role is challenging, inspiring and gives you the chance to be innovative and creative. What we do makes a real difference to the lives of young people, which is incredibly rewarding. 

				I did not write this book because I think that everyone should be like me and work in the same way, far from it. In sharing my experiences and knowledge, and that of other school business professionals, my aim is to give you the opportunity to challenge your thinking and develop your own practice. Through collaboration and networking we can support and encourage each other, and use the shared experience of overcoming challenges to help us grow and develop as professionals.

				What I have done is to learn as much as possible by reading books, attending conferences, taking part in social media discussions and asking questions. I have tried new things – not all of them have worked – but when I experienced failure, I learned, and when I was successful, I shared that knowledge and experience with others. I am aware that not all business professionals are afforded this freedom. Some are not part of the senior leadership team and are not included in key decision-making meetings. Some might have delegated workloads that are unmanageable or be set expectations that are unreasonable, and not all are treated with respect and dignity. I would strongly encourage you, if you are in a situation such as this, to try using the ideas and information in this handbook. Try doing things a different way. If you know you have tried everything that you can, or it is effecting your wellbeing, change your setting before you change your profession. Every school is led differently and works in its own unique ways.

				The ideas in this book are suggestions to help you focus on some important time-saving techniques and increase your impact as a school business leader. As I mentioned, not everything I tried has worked, but I was lucky to be in an environment where I was encouraged to try, where failure was seen as an opportunity to revise and refine learning, and where success and improvement was celebrated. As a business manager who asks a lot of questions, never be afraid to ask for help. We should each strive to be the best versions of ourselves and should celebrate the unique skills and experiences that make us special and valuable.

				There are always opportunities and there is always a way forward, and it is our job to find that way. There is no doubt in my mind that business managers are unsung heroes, but from a personal perspective I am not driven by recognition, I just want to do a job that makes a difference.

				 

				We need to change the story we tell about our profession – to the world and to ourselves.

				Geoff Barton

				 

				Geoff was talking about the teaching profession, and I think the same can be said for school business leaders. We need to inspire the next generation of business leaders by demonstrating impact, showing confidence, developing innovative practice and embracing creative thinking. We need to take collective responsibility for our profession, replacing ‘We have always done it this way’ with ‘How could it be done differently?’, ‘How could it be done better?’, ‘How can we be better?’ and ‘How can I be better?’

				I hope this book inspires you to share your ideas, develop your own role, and encourage and support others in making school business management and leadership a career of choice. 

				Be the change.

				Hayley Dunn, 
April 2018
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				Business Leadership

				Success is not about the background you’re from, it’s about the confidence you have and the effort you are willing to invest.

				Michelle Obama

				 

				If I had the time…

				I posed a question on social media to school business leaders in preparation for a presentation: ‘If you had one free week to spend on anything you wanted that would make a difference to pupils, what would you do with it?’

				The responses were varied:

				‘Building relationships with local businesses. Visiting them and talking to them. Telling them about my school, its students and facilities. Hearing about what they do. Discussing how we can work together for mutual benefit.’

				‘Income generation and getting the local community involved and invested in the school.

				Looking at everything that we do, from catering to procurement processes.’

				‘Leading the whole school with creative displays that present one theme in all areas of schools, including catering.’

				‘Summer school provision as the holidays are a difficult time for some pupils. Devising a creative Planning, Preparation and Assessment (PPA) provision for pupils.’

				‘Translating the curriculum via music, art, and PE for those who cannot cope academically.’

				‘Setting up a resource bank of class materials ie displays, games and masks. These are repeated annually but the resources are thrown away!’

				In summary, the responses were focused on a few key areas:

				
						Building relationships with businesses

						Reviewing every process

						Devising creative solutions

						Creating banks of resources

						Developing the school provision

						Income generation

						Forging and strengthening links with the local community

				

				

				What would you focus on? I would spend the time on income generation, starting with drafting a short, medium and long term strategy that identifies areas for investment and links with school improvement priorities and providing better outcomes for pupils. I would spend time working up costed plans and looking at available grants to see if any of the project outcomes align with the criteria.

				Why do we not spend the time focused on these areas? For many school business professionals there is not the capacity to focus on these areas, they become the ‘nice to do if we ever have time’ tasks. So much of the way that we work in schools is reactive and that is often because of the demands of others, rather that because we are not planning and organising our time well.

				 

				The value of time

				The value of our time is hard to communicate to people without us seeming pompous or full of self-importance. I try to explain it by way of chargeable time. When I worked for an accountancy company in my twenties I had to record my time in six-minute units and as much as possible had to be allocated as chargeable to clients. The company was brilliant to work for, with a firm but fair attitude, but the bottom line was always that time equates to  money. Any time that was not chargeable was not adding to the profit of the company and the returns of the shareholders. We are the sum of our experiences and that mindset of chargeable time and adding value has stayed with me.

				Many business managers are star players in their teams, even though most would never admit it. It can often be the case that others become over-reliant on their can-do, get-done attitude, and I think this is a mistake, you should not overload your best people, just because you know they will perform.

				 

				Transitioning 

				Moving between job roles is a period of transition for both us as the new business manager and the school or multi-academy trust (MAT) that we go to work for, largely because there is not a stereotypical school business professional. We come from all sorts of backgrounds including finance, accountancy, human resources (HR), marketing, public relations (PR), local authority and the commercial sector, but what we all have in common is that we bring to our new positions a set of transferable skills and experiences. I do not believe that there are many who have planned for a career in school business management, although I hope this is changing and that there will be future generations actively seeking a career in school business leadership.

				I came to be a school business manager (SBM) through a succession of events and opportunities. After working in a private sector accountancy company I decided that I wanted public sector accounting experience to broaden my understanding and knowledge. I got a position as a finance officer at a local authority, then an opportunity came up on the schools’ finance team and it was decided that I had the accountancy experience to take on the role. I was given a caseload of schools and soon found that the most enjoyable part of the job was working with headteachers and business managers on their budget planning and monitoring. This experience gave me the opportunity to visit a range of school settings and made me aware of the SBM role, it also made me aware that this was a possible future career move. 

				Looking back, I wish that I had found my peer networks earlier because I have learned so much from others. It can be incredibly hard to get to grips with the role if you are not given a full induction, including things that may seem obvious, such as what needs doing, where things are, or a list of contact details. Clear initial guidance on such things can make a huge difference. When I first started in post, there must have been lots of things that I should have been doing, but that I wasn’t aware of, and this is before you start on the little bits of detail that you pick up along the way. For example, who tells you that if you have a minibus you need a Section 19 permit, which is renewed every five years? Something I try to do now is build files, whether paper or electronic, that another member of staff could pick up and understand, making things as easy as possible to follow.

				Moving from a maintained single school to a multi-academy trust has been an interesting transition. Appointing an audit firm who do termly visits, along with the usual year-end audit work has been a brilliant source of support in ensuring that the statutory responsibilities are discharged properly.

			
            
 

 

 

View from an expert

				Titles – Val Andrew, ASCL Business Leadership Specialist

				This is a profession that has acquired a range of titles over time. Once referred to as the Bursar (originally derived from the Latin word bursa meaning purse) which was prevalent in the independent school sector, the title of school business manager evolved as a direct result of the workforce reform initiative implemented when Estelle Morris was Secretary of State for Education in 2001. Subsequent government initiatives have led to the appearance of several alternative titles including a some generic expressions – school business leader and school business professional. You may also encounter the CFO – chief financial officer, the COO – chief operating officer and a range of roles expressed as ‘director of … ’ which may express their remit for support services, financial services, estates management, and so forth.

				The emergence of growing groups of schools as multi-academy trusts (MATs) or federations will give rise to and perpetuate another range of titles, perhaps referencing such roles as contracts management, marketing and brand management, and procurement. It does not matter what it says on someone’s badge, what matters is the range of their roles and responsibilities, and how well they perform them.

				Throughout this book you will see references to many different titles, all of which are relevant in terms of school business leadership.

 

 

 

Ethics and principles

				Success is liking yourself, liking what you do, and liking how you do it.

				Maya Angelou

				 

				Being ethical and moral, with strong principles of knowing what is right and what is wrong, is a fundamental part of my personality. I was brought up in a family where honesty, integrity and being a good, kind person, were non-negotiable expectations. There are high expectations set for the way that we conduct ourselves and rightly so, we have responsibility not only for the learning and development of the young people who are the future, but also  millions of pounds of public money. We are all role models.

				As an individual working within the public sector we must abide by the Nolan Principles and as members of professional bodies and through undertaking qualifications, we subscribe to these expectations in everything we do.

				 

				The Nolan Principles 

				The Nolan Principles are the Seven Principles of Public Life. They apply to anyone who works as a public office holder and were first set out by Lord Nolan in 1995.

				The seven principles are:

				
						Selflessness

						Integrity

						Objectivity

						Accountability

						Openness

						Honesty

						Leadership

				

				When I completed the ACCA qualification, it was reinforced that being a member meant abiding by the following five fundamental ethical principles, as set out in their rulebook:

			  
						Integrity – being straightforward and honest in all professional and business relationships.

						Objectivity – not allowing bias, conflicts of interest or undue influence of others to override professional or business judgements.

						Professional competence and due care – to maintain professional knowledge and skill at a level required to ensure that a client or employer receives competent professional service based on current developments in practice, legislation and techniques, and act diligently and in accordance with applicable technical and professional standards.

						Confidentiality – to respect the confidentiality of information acquired as a result of professional and business relationships and, therefore, not disclose any such information to third parties without proper and specific authority, unless there is a legal or professional right or duty to disclose, nor use the information for the personal advantage of the professional accountant or third parties.

						Professional behaviour – to comply with relevant laws and regulations and avoid any action that discredits the profession.

				

				 

				Behaviours

				Accepted behaviours come from the top down. It is important to me that I always treat people how I want to be treated myself, and that I demonstrate positive leadership behaviours. I try to take ownership and build trust that is underpinned by honesty and integrity.

				We all start somewhere, and it is important to empower others by giving them what they need to succeed, through the provision of support, encouragement, guidance, challenge and the right level of stretch. Getting the balance of these elements right is part of good leadership. For instance a lack of challenge can lead to people becoming bored, disinterested and demotivated, while too much challenge with not enough support can mean they feel overloaded, stressed and demotivated.

				Below are the positive leadership behaviours, as outlined in the National Professional Qualifications:

				
						Commitment – to pupils, and to improving their social mobility, wellbeing and productivity.

						Collaboration – with a range of partners.

						Personal drive – self motivation and a creative problem solving approach.

						Resilience –  to remain courageous and be positive in challenging circumstances.

						Awareness – know yourself and your team, be reflective.

						Integrity – honesty, transparency and acting always in the interests of the school and pupils.

						Respect – for the rights, views, beliefs and faiths of pupils, colleagues and stakeholders.

				

				As a member of the Institute of School Business Leaders (ISBL), I represent the profession and the Institute, so it is vital that the following behaviours are demonstrated and that at all times I should be a:

				
						change catalyst – curious and experimental, with the determination to methodically apply a vision of what will make a difference to the school or trust.

						decision maker – who understands and analyses data and information to identify options, make recommendations and deliver evidence-based and timely decisions.

						skilled negotiator – with the ability to work across diverse stakeholder groups and influence decisions to ensure engagement and support to achieve the aims and objectives of the school or trust.

						collaborative operator –  who works inclusively and effectively with both internal and external stakeholders.

						resilient personality – who shows an ability to use existing resources to overcome challenges and creates new and effective solutions in the face of adversity.

						challenger – who demonstrates courage, emotional intelligence, integrity and the confidence to challenge others even if met with resistance.

				

				If you are a member of any professional body, such as ICAEW, RICS, CIPFA, CIMA, or CIPD, you will be aware of something similar. The content of these various sets of principles is broadly similar; being honest and behaving with integrity, having the ability to change things that we see as being wrong, and not being afraid to shy away if that conversation is difficult. When I come up against resistance to a suggestion for an improvement, I ask myself why I am making the recommendation. I am not doing it to be awkward, or to increase anyone’s workload. It is because with the benefit my knowledge and experience I can see that something can be better; that it will reduce a risk, or save time, or save money. It can be irritating, feeling that you need to justify yourself and your decisions, but remember that not everyone has the experience or knowledge that you do.

				Resilience is something that is essential for a business professional, if you are met with adversity then you must have the ability to pick yourself up and come back the next day smiling. There are elements of the role that are extremely challenging, such as trying to do more with less, and feeling as if you are being blamed for pretty much everything, from resources not arriving on time to the photocopier breaking down. Of course, these things are not our fault, but to whom do people turn when a problem needs resolving? Many of us enjoy and thrive on the way that no two days are the same and the variety of the role. We love the way that we get to use our planning and problem solving skills, but every so often it would be great to be able work for an hour without being interrupted. Just like the headteacher, we love it when someone comes to us with a solution, not just a problem and an expectation that we will drop everything to sort it out.

				One of the best pieces of advice I have heard about working in the education sector is ‘Change your context before you change your profession’ and the second which is more specifically above leadership, is ‘Be an outward facing leader’.

				 

				Leadership

				Leadership is about making others better as a result of your presence and making sure that impact lasts in your absence.

				Sheryl Sandberg

				 

				First and foremost, enjoy the role and accept early on that you will never get everything done. Do not pretend to be something that you are not, or that you are coping when you are not. Understand your role; establish what is important and what is not. The school business leader role is varied and complex, and you will have to prioritise carefully. Sometimes that decision will be taken out of your hands, as you deal with a pressing issue, but do not let this become the norm.

				Work hard and lead by example. That does not mean working 24 hours a day, seven days a week, but rather show the qualities and work ethic of a leader that you would want to follow. Carve out your own path and be who you are.

				Build networks and professional relationships. Whether you are new in post or looking to move your existing organisation forward, having people around you that challenge your thinking, suggest solutions and provide encouragement is always useful. A balance of challenge and support will help us to make progress.

 

 

 

View from an expert

				Leadership – Nickii Messer, school business management and leadership consultant; operational lead Anglia Ruskin University ILM SBM diploma programmes

				Being a school business leader requires considerable imagination, drive, motivation and salesmanship. It is not enough to have the big, brave ideas, you also need the determination, the grit, and the energy to make them happen. And that means getting staff on board. 

				Leadership is all about courage, the courage that comes from the very core of the word; coeur, the French word for heart. To absolutely know, down to your very heart, that what you want to do is necessary to improve the life chances and wellbeing of the children, and that it is bound up in the values of the school. 

				To be a successful leader, you will need credibility. You need to be able to confidently walk the walk and talk the talk every day. 

				The school business leader should be a member of the senior leadership team, and this is where your credibility, and often your mettle, will truly be measured. You need to be able to assume equal status with your SLT colleagues, whatever they may feel about that to be able to pose pertinent and probing questions. You need to immerse yourself in every aspect of every meeting, don’t ever allow yourself to be fobbed off by that old chestnut ‘You don’t need to come to this meeting, we are only talking about teaching and learning.’ Well that is exactly what your job is all about. Always take your fair share of duties and only ever do your fair share of making the coffee.

				The litmus test is this. If reading this doesn’t excite you. If it doesn’t get your juices going. Well, perhaps you’re just not cut out to be type of leader that your school really truly needs and deserves.

 

 

 

Deepen your understanding

				Solve problems, make art, think deeply.

				Susan Cain

				 

				One of my most valuable experiences working within education came from attending a Year 6 residential outdoor learning trip to Wales. This was because I could clearly see the value of what I was doing, in other words, it strengthened my ‘Why’. Why I was working in this type of school, why I was working in this community, why what we as a team did was so important.

				The experience with 40 children, many from disadvantaged backgrounds, was humbling; observing them being away from home – many for the first time – seeing them experience new things, watching them push themselves to overcome fears of water or heights.

				An unforgettable moment was watching a boy in my group see the sea for the first time. He was mesmerised by it, he walked to the edge and sat down in the shallows enjoying the sensation of the water. The school had made this possible, making the arrangements, sorting the finances, filling out risk assessments, staff taking time away from their homes and families to make it happen; and the boy went home having had a wonderful life experience, that he will hopefully never forget.

				 

				Purpose

				I have always had a strong sense of purpose and wanting to help others. The experience of looking at things from the children’s point of view and seeing the impact that our actions have for them reinforced for me why having a purpose and doing things to make a difference is so important; it really helps to get you through those tough days.

				Make sure that you take some time to understand teaching and learning in your school; go in to classes, meetings, parent events, assemblies and trips or visits. You need to fully understand and appreciate the context, challenges and opportunities of the children and adults you work with if you are going to add value or save money. Know your stakeholders and be a leader who is visible and accessible. 

				This methodology is endorsed by Drew Povey in ‘Educating Drew’ and by Mary Myatt in ‘High Challenge, Low Threat’. They both highlight the use of ‘management by wandering around’, a theory that was developed at Hewlett-Packard in 1970’s, which encourages us to notice everything. I know that there have been times that I have worried about things at work which were outside of my control and that I could not influence or change. I now try to put these things to one side (this is not always easy) and focus on what I can do. Focus on what you can control.

				 

				Introversion

				 

				The secret to life is to put yourself in the right lighting. For some it’s a Broadway spotlight; for others, a lamp lit desk. Use your natural powers – of persistence, concentration, insight, and sensitivity – to do work you love and work that matters.

				Susan Cain

				 

				I am an Introvert, and my Myers Briggs personality type is ISTJ. ISTJs are the ‘Logistician’, we are logical, organised, sensible and strong traditionalists, who enjoy keeping our work, lives and environments well-regulated. We are known as being quiet, responsible and reliable. Perseverance is a strength and we form the backbone of the organisations we work for, with a strong belief in commitment and loyalty.

				Introverts can be brimming with ideas, thoughts and views and are often just waiting for the extroverts to stop talking so they can find the right moment to speak up. As a leader, I believe in going around the table in meetings and asking each person what their view is. If you have an introvert in your team it is likely that they have a lot more to offer than what they add if left unprompted. Find a way to encourage these people to speak up.

				Appreciate each individual’s qualities and play to their strengths. Using emotional intelligence or profiling techniques can help you in understanding each of your team members. The greatest leaders are not always the loudest, I assure you that quiet people can have the loudest minds.

				 

				Greatness

				The greatest business leaders I have met are adaptable and flexible in meeting conflicting, demanding needs. They are proactive in nature, resourceful, innovative, and forward thinking in their practice. They encourage themselves and others to improve and succeed, empower multi-discipline teams and support continual professional development that meets individual and organisational needs. They are agile forward thinking leaders, demonstrated by their level of understanding and communication and their commitment to collaboration.

				They are resilient and tenacious, and they focus on getting the important things done.

 

 

 

View from an expert

				Agility – Val Andrew, ASCL business leadership specialist

				School business leaders need various skills and competencies in order to be effective, but above all they need to be agile. I realise that ‘agility’ appears to have become a buzzword in the professional world but humour me briefly.

				The dictionary describes ‘agile’ as ‘Able to move quickly and easily … Able to think and understand quickly.’ Other relevant adjectives include nimble, alert, sharp, clever, shrewd, perceptive and astute. I challenge any current practitioner to dispute that these are the qualities we possess in abundance – along with a plethora of others.

				While the traditional role of a generalist bursar has been around for over 100 years based on the independent sector model, the role of school business manager within state schools has only emerged relatively recently since the implementation of the Local Management of Schools programme (LMS) in 1988. Despite a rapid rise in popularity the role continues its evolutionary journey and now manifests itself in a number of guises. There are generalist roles with a wide all-encompassing remit, specialist roles focusing on discrete aspects of business functionality like financial management, HR management or estates management, and there are executive roles often badged as Chief Operating Officer (COO) that draw on the characteristics of similar roles in the private sector. There is without doubt great diversity within the school business profession. 

				We have shared challenges with our leadership colleagues; the expectation that we can deliver consistency, keep student attainment on an upward trajectory, manage constant change, keep staff motivated in an uncertain climate, successfully manage pressured budgets, deliver innovation and squeeze every last drop of efficiency from our resources.  And doing all this with a smile on our face and with a skin thick enough to combat a barrage of criticism which can manifest itself from anywhere, even from within our own organisations. Many practitioners report internal resistance to the concept of a ‘non-teacher’ knowing anything relevant about education or the organisation of our institutions. I have kicked back against the use of that term for many years and disappointingly it still features in some areas of the sector including Department for Education reports. Where else in this world are professionals described by what they don’t do? I could also be described as a ‘non-astronaut’ or a ‘non-brain surgeon’ .

				Back to agility – the fractured educational landscape that we navigate on a daily basis is constantly changing and as leaders within that environment we need to be able to deliver consistency and be adaptable in order to succeed.

				A = adaptable and authentic

				G = grit (and determination), granular and have gravitas

				I = innovative and intuitive

				L = legitimacy and lead (be the leader you would follow)

				E = ethical and emotionally intelligent

				This book is going to be an invaluable resource for practitioners as they move through our education system as credible and agile leaders who bring an additional and alternative dimension to the leadership function. It is no longer just about saving a percentage of the headteacher’s time – which is an outdated concept – there are vital business activities that educational organisations have to deliver, and school business leaders are the people with that responsibility, a responsibility which ultimately impacts on the experiences of the children and young people within the system.

				 

				View from an expert

				The context for effective school business management – Graeme Hornsby, SBM Consultancy Ltd

				An overview of some of the key features of the context in which schools are operating along with considerations and implications for school business leaders.

				School partnerships look here to stay

				The most effective leaders I see are in touch with the evolving context of the school system and prepare themselves and position their organisations accordingly. We have seen this most recently with the emergence of partnerships either formally with multi-academy trusts or through strong collaborations. While some see this as protection from being forced into particular courses of action or partnerships not of their choosing, many are reaping real rewards from more proactive partnership working. Guidance from ASCL in the 2016 report  ‘Staying in Control of Your School’s Destiny’ provides useful information in this area and Robert Hill’s 2015 blog provides a helpful view on the potential and pitfalls of academy chains. 

				Implications from the broadening of accountability and powers for intervention

				The update in February 2018 of the Department for Education guidance on ‘Schools Causing Concern’ seems to have slipped under the radar of many school leaders and trustees. The powers and expectations of local authorities and regional schools commissioners for intervention remain significant and there are clear criteria for interventions and the issuance of warning notices, which include a breakdown of the way a school is managed or governed. Evidence that governors may be failing to deliver on one or more of their strategic roles could include but is not restricted to:

				
						high governor turnover.

						a significant unexplained change to their constitution.

						the governing body having an excessive involvement in the day-to-day running of the school.

						a lack of appropriate engagement with data, this might include, but is not limited to, data on pupil learning and progress or staff recruitment.

						not sufficiently managing risks associated with strategic priorities and school improvement plans.

						evidence of poor financial management and oversight, such as consistent overspending the school’s budget beyond agreed thresholds.

				

				Several commentators have signalled that the next round of school partnerships is likely to be focused on financial and governance matters rather than solely or mainly on school improvement issues, and while we will need to see how powers of intervention are exercised the broadening of this guidance along with ongoing financial pressure on school budgets seems to support this view. It is not unimaginable to see the potential joining of this sharper financial accountability framework with the emergence of school efficiency advisor roles to provide support and the requirement for academy trusts to submit three-year budget forecasts which should – in theory at least – provide an earlier warning of potential issues. As for local authority schools, I see similar variations in their challenges and in capacity and capability at both school and local authority level. 

				The scope of business management is broadening – and narrowing

				The traditional role of the school business manager with a remit including finance, HR, administration and facilities management continues to be appropriate in many settings. Some roles have narrowed into specialist roles with single or more focused areas of responsibility, with others emerging into broader remits such as chief operations officers. There are also more emerging CEO roles where the ‘E’ is more executive and less educationalist. Whereas the mantra used to be that every school should have an effective school business manager it is now the case that every school should have effective business management.

				In too many schools, governance has for too long sat outside the scope of business management, but with the increase in the accountability measures noted above and the direct and clearly stated responsibilities for CFOs in academy trusts to ‘play both a technical and leadership role, including ensuring sound and appropriate financial governance and risk management arrangements are in place’ (Education Funding Agency, 2014) we are seeing the emergence of what the Department for Education terms ‘professional clerking’ in the 2017 ‘Clerking Competency Framework’, with an increasing number of trusts looking to develop more senior governance roles within their business management functions. The increasing demand for effective risk management is also apparent, especially in the design and application of due diligence around potential and growing partnerships.

				Financial pressures – and the myths and realities of effective procurement

				I often hear about the potential for partnerships to achieve savings from joint procurement, but with little substantive evidence of significant savings where there has been effective procurement in individual schools in the first place. This is not unexpected given what is often a limited scope for significant reductions from a supplier’s point of view from single contracts or volumes. Perhaps we need to be better at focusing on and understanding where their overheads and margins are. More pertinent is the issue of materiality. It is unfortunately still the case that too many schools and trusts have not fully utilised the various tools and forms of analysis to help them examine how staff are deployed. 

				What value is the partnership adding? 

				Robert Hill’s blog, mentioned earlier, includes ten principles which multi-academy trusts can use to judge the effectiveness of their performance systems. To these I would add a fundamental need for clarity on what value the multi-academy trust is already adding and the aims we need  to add in our thinking about governance, leadership and wider staffing structures and into processes like performance management and development planning. The best partnerships are already benefitting from this, in others I see another layer of staffing, governance and bureaucracy on top of what was already there. There are also dangers around how partnerships might grow without proper consideration of the mix of what schools might need and what the partnership can realistically offer or broker. This brings us back to effective due diligence and the need for this to be both outward looking at the potential partners and inward looking on how the partnership structures can adapt to growth. 
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				What is it like working in the school business profession?

				Being a special school business manager – Jo Marchant, AInsAM(Dip), Cert Acc, MBA, FISBL

				In my opinion, the two things that you need to be successful as an SBM in a special school, in addition to the qualities required to work in a mainstream school, are thankfulness and curiosity. The thing you do not need is pity. In my school, we count ourselves fortunate to have pupils who really want to come to school every day, they even ring the school office in the holidays just to make sure that we really are closed! We do not suffer from vandalism – it simply doesn’t occur to our pupils to wilfully damage their school, and some of our pupils are incredibly talented – we have a sixth former who does a brilliant performance as Elvis! Our pupils help us to keep developing ourselves as educationalists as we constantly search for new ways to engage with our unique pupil cohort. 

				For instance, when I read about Eye Gaze technology – an interactive screen which enables those with limited or no gross motor skills to communicate through eye movement – I passed the article on to a teacher in one of our classes for pupils with profound and multiple learning difficulties. That was three years ago, we now have three Eye Gaze systems and its use is embedded into our curriculum. I realised how significant this equipment was when I met a parent who was in tears because she’d just seen her 16-year-old daughter, who could not communicate verbally and who had no gross or fine motor control, choose something for herself using Eye Gaze for the first time. Nothing compares with making that kind of difference in a child’s life, that is why I choose to work in a special school.

				Pupils who are severely autistic often have difficulty in maintaining their attention span, which makes it difficult for them to focus on their learning. Our teachers have learned that short bursts of physical activity increase their attentiveness, so we have introduced a new aspect to lessons for our primary pupils which we call ‘sensory circuits’. Our school is designed so that each Key Stage has its own long corridor with classrooms on either side. This gives us a long space in which pupils can use sensory equipment, such as a small trampoline, a large ball that they can flop over or squash against, and a low-level trolley which they can ride on. Pupils in each class in the Key Stage have timetabled access to this equipment and are taken out of class in groups of three. When I observed a lesson recently, I watched a pupil really struggle to focus in class, but on the trampoline she demonstrated  energy and precision and was totally absorbed in that activity. When she returned to class, she was able to concentrate. Having seen the difference this equipment makes to pupils’ lives means that I can understand its importance and so have no hesitation in finding funding when it is requested. 

				Occasionally I get the opportunity to contribute to a lesson and I am always so pleased to be asked. I make sure that I find out what the teacher is expecting of me and I prepare my lesson plan with appropriate resources in advance. When asked to talk about health and safety for example, I had the students moving around the room looking for trip hazards, I demonstrated how to lift large cardboard boxes safely, and when we talked about fire safety, I put on the hi-viz jacket that I wear during fire evacuations. 

				As with every school, the safeguarding of our pupils is of paramount concern and some of our pupils’ behaviours mean that we really have to think about things that other schools take for granted. For example, one of our pupils has a real fixation with Christmas trees so we only put the Christmas decorations up in the dining hall one week before Christmas because once the tree is up, this pupil requires extra supervision to ensure that she doesn’t pull it over. Another one of our pupils is very concerned about ‘stranger danger’ and gets very anxious if he meets someone in school that he does not know. Because I’m not such a familiar face to this person, when I see him I always show him my photo on my ID badge and tell him my name and who I am. 

				Many of our pupils experience a lot of anxiety every day and this usually starts on the journey to school with most of our pupils travelling in on minibuses and taxis provided by the local authority. Assisting 265 pupils to disembark safely in our car park every morning is a major operation. Four years ago, my school had the opportunity to extend the car park in order to facilitate a quicker flow of vehicles at the start and end of the day. Everything was ready to go on the project, but the local authority was refusing to give permission to proceed because of some minor details. We had worked hard to get the project to this point and I knew that I only had a day or two to give the go ahead to the contractors in order for it to be completed by the end of the summer holidays. I went to the local authority offices and sat in their reception until I got to see the officer in charge and then I explained just what a difference this extension would make to our pupils’ lives. We got the required permission and the works went ahead as planned. I knew that all my hard work and tenacity was worth it when teachers started telling me how much calmer pupils were at the start of the day and the positive effect this was having on their ability to learn.

				 

				Being a business manager of a school and a teaching school, the weird and winding road of my SBM journey – Maggie Duncan, FISBL, school business manager, The Redeemer CEP

				After finishing my degree in English language and literature, my next step was teacher training. I wanted to be like my favourite teacher who made learning fun. I was accepted onto the programme and started my first placement at a local primary school. I enjoyed the work and found it fulfilling, but also found it difficult to constantly see the enjoyment and learning of the children being superseded by the demands of SATs results and other testing. I believed that results were being put before the wellbeing of the children and decided to leave.

				I got the first job that came along which was a salesperson in a holiday call centre, and then moved to a cashier’s position at a local bank. I progressed to counter manager, spending a lot of time at my desk auditing and number crunching. After two years a friend showed me an advertisement for a senior finance officer at a local high school. The job description asked for all the skills I had picked up at the bank and so I applied. The interview day consisted of an interview with the headteacher and deputy, and then a task where we had to prioritise a list of jobs and reconcile a bank statement. I got to the bank statement and as the adding machine was faulty I had to improvise and show my workings manually rather than attaching the adding machine receipt. 
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