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FOREWORD
When a school becomes part of a multi-academy trust, it is no longer alone. It 
becomes part of a wider family in which the trust takes collective responsibility 
for the school and supports it through all the challenges and opportunities 
along the road. In turn, the school needs to believe wholeheartedly in the 
trust’s vision and what it can do for its pupils. 

This white paper draws on the experience of multi-academy trust leaders and 
sets out the core strategies a trust needs to realise this vision. 

A trust which is in a phase of development must have a clear understanding of 
the outcomes it intends to achieve and how it plans to achieve them, and this 
can only happen when the organisation is built on strong foundations. When 
the design and structure of the organisation are clearly defined, a trust can 
communicate its vision to its school leaders, win their hearts and minds and 
include them on the journey.

The pandemic has brought to light the need for a shared vision on a scale we 
have not seen before.

Multi-academy trusts have had to redefine a curriculum to help children who 
have missed out on education. Trusts have had to be creative in their teaching 
practice during the transition to remote and blended learning. And they have 
pulled together to support the mental health and wellbeing of staff, pupils and 
families.

As a result, many trusts now have closer, stronger and more inclusive 
partnerships with their school communities than before Covid-19. 

We are not out of the woods yet, so what are the strategic elements a trust 
needs to be resilient enough to continue to take collective responsibility 
through what will no doubt be challenging times ahead?

To grow and flourish, an organisation needs to be financially sustainable, with 
a strong leadership and people development function. And each time it takes 
on board a new school, a trust has to be sure it has the capacity to support 
that school, to include it in its organisational design and to make a positive 
impact on its pupils. This white paper explores some of the building blocks 
needed to achieve this.

As a result, each school can be secure in the knowledge that it will be well 
supported through succession planning, professional development and the 
processes to drive school improvement and improve outcomes for pupils. 
Importantly, that school will be part of an inclusive family that can look ahead 
with hope, whatever the future brings.

John Murphy

By John Murphy, 
CEO, Oasis 
Community Learning
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One of the enduring characteristics of education professionals is their desire 
to share knowledge and expertise in order to work towards a brighter future 
for children and young people. This generosity of spirit is seeing the sector 
through some of the darkest days in education in which schools are having to 
adapt to exceptional change. 

In the same spirit, this white paper brings together the experiences of multi 
-academy trust leaders who are guiding their schools in turbulent times and 
supporting their communities through the fast-moving twists and turns of the 
Covid-19 pandemic. Their practical advice and insight will be exceptionally 
valuable to trusts which are evolving into strong and agile organisations, ready 
to lead through times of crisis and times of calm. 

As a representative of a business working in the education sector, I firmly 
believe that partnerships between the commercial and the education world 
provide an opportunity to facilitate this sharing of knowledge and exchange of 
good practice.

Many of our team here at Juniper Education have worked as school leaders 
and understand the pressures, the responsibilities but also the sheer joy of 
leading a school.

The helm of a ship can be a lonely place, particularly when navigating choppy 
seas, and while trust CEOs are adept at supporting their teams, they also 
need the support of their peers. Opportunities to network, albeit remotely, can 
provide trust leaders with a valuable source of advice and wisdom, and this is 
what we are seeking to achieve in this white paper.

Amanda Webb

By Amanda Webb, 
strategic account 
director, Juniper 
Education
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EXECUTIVE 
SUMMARY
The multi-academy trust (MAT) model is proving to be a force for good in 
education. Well-managed MATs enable their schools to focus on excellence 
by supporting them with, or relieving them completely of the business side 
of running a school. The Covid-19 crisis has shown how the most organised 
MATs stepped up to help their schools keep children safe, engaged and 
learning against the odds. 

These trusts have been able to mount a speedy response to this 
extraordinary challenge because their structures were solid, their practices 
were sound and they had the leadership qualities needed to support their 
schools.

There is much that growing MATs can take from the experiences of their 
counterparts, so they too can assume their role as leading lights in education.

This paper explores the views of MAT chief executives and thought leaders in 
the education space on how to create a blueprint for a strong and successful 
MAT in an uncertain world. 

“The pandemic has woken 
everyone up to the wider role 
schools play in society. As 
trusts we have to hold ourselves 
to account to pupils, parents, 
staff and our communities.”

–Stephen Mitchell, CEO, Oak Multi Academy Trust
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INTRODUCTION
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We are living through one of the most turbulent 
times for education. Nobody could have 
predicted a virus would close schools to the 
vast majority of pupils, cause national exams 
to be cancelled two years running and move 
learning from the classroom to the laptop 
screen. 

Even with the roll out of vaccines, uncertainty 
will be with us for some time yet as Covid-19 
continues to hold policy-makers hostage. But 
whatever happens next, schools still need to 
educate young people and prepare them for the 
future.

What we need now is a strong model in education 
to see us through the challenging year ahead and 
beyond.

During the first wave of the pandemic, it soon 
became clear that some of the country’s MATs 
were stepping up to the plate and leading the way 
through the darkest of times. Trusts have been 
an essential source of support to their schools, 
enabling them to keep pupils learning from home, 
provide food and childcare for disadvantaged 
children and look after the wellbeing of their 
teachers and school leaders.

The reason some trusts were able to achieve 
this so quickly was that they already had the 
systems and processes in place to deal with the 
unexpected.

We have seen just how much can be achieved by 
a well-managed trust. As Steve Rollett, deputy 
chief executive of the Confederation of School 
Trusts writes in an article for the organisation’s 
journal: “If Covid-19 is to leave a positive legacy 
in the education system, it must surely be to 
accelerate the reform journey so that all schools, 
and all children, can benefit from being part of a 
strong and sustainable group.”

But how can a trust grow into a strong and 
sustainable group? 

This paper looks at how a growing MAT should 
work towards building a strong structure so it 
can grow not only in size but in strength to be 
ready for the challenges of the months and years 
to come.

“In the early days of the first 
lockdown, there were trusts 
which had the speed and 
agility to reach vulnerable 
families, identify key workers’ 
children and support their 
school communities.” 

–Sir David Carter
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HOW TO 
GROW IN 
THE RIGHT 
DIRECTION
“The old way of working 
where headteachers were 
constantly distracted by 
the business function is 
gone. We’ve grown a central 
team that supports with 
HR, finance, estates, school 
improvement, digital media, 
apprenticeships and much 
more. Our schools are 
now free to concentrate on 
children and delivering quality 
teaching and learning.”
–Dave Dickinson OBE, CEO, Waterton Academy Trust
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The growth strategy of a MAT is about more than simply on boarding schools. 
To ensure sustainable growth over time, a trust needs to plan for the future, 
with a clear idea of what it wants to be beyond the constraints of the pandemic.

“Think about what you want to look like in five years’ time and keep that in 
mind,” recommends Stephen Chamberlain, CEO of the Active Learning Trust. 
“You may be looking to take on more schools, but make sure you are doing 
a good job for the schools you already have. Keep a picture in mind of the 
masterpiece you are trying to create and bring people along on the journey.”

Dave Dickinson, CEO of the Waterton Academy Trust agrees.

“Set out where you will be in five years’ time, make sure you are scalable and 
create an organisation that’s going to be efficient, with clear benefits for the 
schools.”

A transparent offer to schools

Trusts should ask themselves why a school would want to join and be clear 
on what it can offer. A school has a lot to gain from a trust’s centralised 
support, but it should not expect to maintain the levels of autonomy it had as 
an individual school.

“Don’t make promises you can’t keep,” says Dave Dickinson. “This will lead 
to problems further down the line that could be corrosive to the MAT. Be 
clear that there will be a hierarchy above the headteacher, but this support 
is designed to free heads and lead teachers from the burden of business. 
Colleagues have trained to be educators and don’t want the unnecessary 
distractions of  making decisions such as which photocopier to buy.” 

Heads have to accept there will be central control of certain elements such as 
finance and HR. As Sir David Carter says; 

“A head of an academy has become a different role to a standalone head. 
MATs need to make very clear to heads in the recruitment process where the 
parameters are and what the role will involve.”

Not just another mission statement

Every MAT website features a collection of carefully chosen words outlining 
its reason for being. However, these words mean nothing without some 
substance behind them.

As Dave Dickinson says;

“Anyone can recite a four-line mission statement but they all sound the same. 
The fact is we’re all in the game for the same purpose, improving outcomes 
for children. What a trust needs is a clear understanding from everyone about 
how to achieve this.”

“A mission statement is just words on a website. A trust needs to turn 
its mission, vision and values into an operating model which directs the 
way you work everyday.”

Stephen Chamberlain, CEO, Active Learning Trust
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While every trust exists for its pupils, not every trust is the same. A MAT 
needs to make decisions about its geography, its ethos and whether the focus 
is on primary, secondary, special education or all of these.

“Growth changes the dynamic of your MAT,” says Stephen Mitchell, CEO of the 
Oak Multi Academy Trust. “You can’t bring in a new school and carry on as 
before. New people bring different experiences and ways of doing things and 
this should be welcomed.”

“Our growth principles are built around mutual benefit,” says Dave Dickinson. 
“To grow in the way that’s appropriate, we apply our ‘conditions of care’ 
to all growth discussions. Future trust schools need to be willing partners, 
geographically accessible, financially viable, primary phase and meet capacity 
considerations.” 

Behind every MAT mission statement, there has to be a clear purpose. To 
achieve this purpose, MATs need a solid structure built around five key pillars 
– to ensure effective management of finance, human resources, management 
information, pupil tracking and compliance. 

A degree of freedom is more common and may be more desirable in the area 
of teaching and learning, in order to allow individual school approaches and 
teacher creativity to thrive. The five pillars are there to enable this creativity 
to flourish and provide the underpinning platform for a MAT’s growth and 
success.

When these pillars are all in place, MATs can be true to their growth strategy 
while giving their schools the time, resources and expertise to improve 
outcomes for children.
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HUMAN 
RESOURCES 
MANAGEMENT
“The pandemic is a people 
crisis like no other. Trusts 
which had already invested in 
strengthening HR processes 
are best placed to support 
staff wellbeing, adapt to 
flexible working and lead 
their people through an 
incredibly difficult time.”
–Mandy Coalter, CEO, Talent Architects and 
trustee of the Diocese of Coventry MAT

Education is a people business and staff account for roughly 80 percent of 
a school’s costs.  When a school is part of a well-managed trust, its people 
can do more than they can in a standalone school, and in return those people 
benefit from investment in their career.

“A trust needs to think about how to make its people as effective as possible 
by gaining experience across different schools and sharing best practice,” 
says Stephen Chamberlain, CEO of the Active Learning Trust. “Our staff are 
invited to have their research published in the trust journal, and they achieve 
recognition you wouldn’t have in a school.”

1
THE FIVE PILLARS OF A SUCCESSFUL 
MULTI-ACADEMY TRUST
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Building a team for the future

Working in a trust allows staff to move up the career ladder without the need 
to search for a more senior role elsewhere.

A good MAT can look after everyone’s career, as Stephen Mitchell, CEO of the 
Oak Multi Academy Trust explains.

“We offer a safe environment for staff members to go and do a different 
job somewhere else in the trust if they want to. Every job in our MAT has 
a career trajectory, from support staff to teachers and middle leaders. In a 
single school, you would probably have to leave to get that type of career 
progression.”

By investing in careers, a trust can build a stronger team for the future.

“When you allow staff to develop their careers, you build on the knowledge 
and expertise in your organisation and add depth to your school improvement 
strategy,” says Stephen Mitchell. “Trusts can take the longer-term view and 
think about which roles they need now and which roles they need in three 
years’ time so they can build that capacity.”

Charlotte Harling, head of SISRA Observe says that giving staff ownership 
and choice in their professional growth is key to retaining talent in a trust.

“Trust leaders should make time for conversations about professional 
development and to ask teachers which areas they want to focus on in 
developing their skills. This will help the people who need extra support, but it 
will also enable your really brilliant practitioners to fly even higher, and they, 
in turn, can be mentors to their colleagues.”

It is important to give people the opportunity in their role to exchange ideas 
with people from other schools in the trust, especially in times of rapid change. 
While this tends to happen at senior leader level with heads meeting as an 
executive team, it is not so widespread at other levels of school staff.

Bringing staff together – whether virtually or face to face – is particularly 
important as schools and MATs find their way through the pandemic and 
beyond, as it provides the opportunity to build resilience across the team.

Investing in your people is key to building resilience, sustainability and 
succession planning. Set up a middle leaders’ programme for sharing 
leadership advice and use it to grow your senior leaders.

Arrange get-togethers for all roles within your MAT, for example 
SENCos, PE teachers and subject heads. These can be managed 
virtually and eventually face to face, and will help staff feel part of 
the wider team, strengthen resolve and enable them to learn from 
each other.
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A central HR function from the outset

In order to build a great team of people, MATs need effective processes around 
those people.

MATs with strong HR systems in place are more able to offer good quality 
support to their leadership teams. That means having dedicated HR expertise 
at an early stage of a MAT’s development, as Mandy Coalter author of Talent 
Architects: How to make your school a great place to work and trustee of the 
Diocese of Coventry MAT explains.

“Many trusts see the importance of having a finance structure early in their 
growth. But trusts need to get their HR infrastructure built early on too. A 
growing trust needs consistency in its employment offer, terms and conditions, 
and diversity and inclusion policies. It should also have an HR director. This 
could be a talented part time person to start with if budgets are tight, but 
someone who can help the trust take its people along the growth journey.” 

There are clear benefits in having a central HR team which can recruit and 
develop the right balance of people in the trust’s schools.  

“Centralised HR gives a trust the opportunity to be fair and efficient,” says Sir 
David Carter. “The most effective trusts do a strong scrutiny check of how 
many classes they are going to run, how big the classes should be and devise 
the teacher contact ratio.”

“A trust should be a dominant presence in the appointment of its heads and 
deputies as these leaders are likely to be future trust leaders. For appointments 
of teachers, NQTs and support staff, it’s good practice for the application to 
be initially sifted centrally by HR before being passed on to the school as it 
gives new candidates a feel for the trust and saves time for the school. It 
also means that all candidates are subjected to the same fair recruitment 
protocols.” 

Having trust-wide processes for staff performance management also helps 
the MAT to understand the strengths and weaknesses of a teaching team 
across its trust.  

Nicki Harris, director of HR at Juniper Education says;

“Using standardised systems for staff performance management raises 
standards and ensures consistency of processes, feedback and setting 
objectives. Bringing performance management into the central HR function of 
a trust can also help to drive CPD as it becomes clear where the performance 
gaps are, and where training is needed.”

Get your HR processes built and standardised now. The later you leave 
it, the more difficult it is to achieve.
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When a MAT has a strong HR function right from the start, it can build happy, 
talented and motivated teams which will stay and grow with the trust in the 
years to come.

Supporting school leaders

The pandemic highlighted the need for support mechanisms to help school 
leaders as they deal with staffing complexities, Covid-19 restrictions and 
the day-to-day pressures of running their schools. Many MATs support the 
wellbeing of their leaders through internal systems such as peer counselling 
and external resources through organisations such as the Education Support 
Network.

Mandy Coalter advises trusts to look after their school leaders so they in turn, 
are able to look after their pupils and staff.

“Trusts need to have a genuine approach to looking after school leaders’ 
wellbeing. Being a headteacher is a passion, a mission and a purpose and 
many heads find it hard to switch off. But trusts can offer specific, targeted 
care for school leaders, such as mechanisms to delegate to the SLT, and 
flexible working.”

One of the lessons we have learnt from Covid-19 is that it is possible to work 
flexibly without sacrificing productivity. While remote working isn’t a desirable 
solution for a headteacher, there are ways trusts can facilitate better work-life 
balance for its leaders.

“It’s totally possible to give senior leaders the option to work flexibly,” says 
Mandy Coalter. “MATs should be more open to solutions such as job sharing. 
There is lots of evidence that having two individuals running a school can 
work well, as they can share a rich bank of skills, and provide support to each 
other by sharing the burden.”

Recruitment and retention is a challenge for MATs. However, if MATs support 
their leaders effectively, this approach will cascade down the school, and 
school staff will also benefit from a culture that promotes wellbeing, and an 
environment where everyone can flourish.

People enjoy their role most when they feel connected to a purpose. 
As part of their retention strategy, trusts should make sure everyone 
knows their part in achieving the trust’s goals.

Grow your own talent by keeping good people in your trust and 
developing their skills. Look after your school leaders and they will be 
more able to look after their staff and pupils.

LEADING LIGHTS. 16Human resources management



1 FINANCIAL 
MANAGEMENT 
“Finance is a enabling tool 
that allows the magic to 
happen in the classroom.”
–Stephen Mitchell, CEO, Oak Multi Academy Trust

The debate which pits centralisation against autonomy has moved on since 
the early days of academisation, and there is now a growing recognition that 
when MATs have a better grasp of their finances, it is to the mutual benefit 
of the trust and the school.

Finance is now the most widely centralised function in a MAT. Research from 
the 2019 Department for Education survey of school business professionals 
suggests finance is provided centrally in over ninety per cent of MATs and for 
the majority this is covered in the top-slice.

One single budget

School budgets have been a thorny issue in the past, but this is starting to 
change, as Sir David Carter explains.

“Ultimately the budget a school receives has traditionally been seen as the 
‘property’ of the school. It is right that this money is allocated to educate 
the children in that school. However, given that the accountability for the 
resource and the impact it creates rests with the board of trustees, the board 
cannot absolve itself of responsibility and is therefore within its rights to 
determine how the global, whole trust resource is allocated to create a fair 
and equitable funding model for the schools.” 

Dave Dickinson of the Waterton Academy Trust agrees that schools and trusts 
need to think differently about budgets.

“We are moving away from a silo mentality to a collective mentality. 
We employ a form of gag pooling to ensure all our schools’ needs are met. 

2
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“In previous years, one of our schools had a number of children within one 
cohort with very complex needs. The school therefore required significant 
resources to be able to address those needs. This year the children have 
moved into secondary education, consequently the level of resource required 
has reduced and the school budget will reflect this. Anything left goes into the 
pot and is accessible to any school that needs it.”

More bang for your buck

In a trust you have the economy of scale you can’t get in a single school,” says 
Stephen Mitchell of the Oak Multi Academy Trust. “A MAT can get more for its 
money and invest more in school improvement, and there’s the opportunity to 
share resources across schools.”

Trusts are able to make the money go further with a centralised approach, and 
school leaders don’t need to spend valuable time making purchase decisions.

“Money is always tight,” says Stephen Chamberlain of the Active Learning 
Trust. “But we can achieve much better quality and value by purchasing 
centrally as a trust.”

A central finance function enables the schools in a trust to do more than a 
single school because a larger organisation can negotiate more favourable 
terms from suppliers.

“We are running an oracy project across our trust,” says Stephen Chamberlain. 
“It would be much harder for an individual school to do something like this 
on its own. It’s the same with ICT. We are agile at resolving technology issues 
because we can get support at a better price and our teams can drop into 
schools and get them up and running fast.”

Financially robust MATs have also been able to respond to the impact of the 
pandemic.

“We are weathering the storm,” says Dave Dickinson. “When there were lots of 
cases of Covid-19 across our family of schools and ten of our pupil bubbles 
collapsed, our central teams were geared up for it and were able to support 
individual headteachers with all aspects of the required response.”

Have a central system which makes it simple to assess your trust’s 
financial situation. This will help you allocate funds appropriately across 
the trust.

Ensure you have a staff member or team with central responsibility for 
procurement. Leveraging the trust’s size and managing procurement at 
the centre delivers better value for money.
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Managing the payroll

The biggest cost for any school or trust is its staff. Making sure everyone 
receives the correct salary at the right time, with the appropriate deductions 
and adjustments made is a complex task and can be a headache for any 
school. Payroll mistakes are difficult to rectify and they can have an impact on 
the wellbeing of an employee.

Equally, if there are mistakes in the payroll, there will be mistakes in the trust’s 
budget and forecasting too, which can ultimately affect the trust’s funding.

“Schools’ payroll differs from that of other business sectors,” explains Muriel 
Hayman, director of support services at Juniper Education.  Teachers’ pensions, 
maternity and paternity pay and annual payment increments can be difficult 
to manage, and keeping up with changes in legislation is a challenge. 

“Schools also have to factor in the multiple roles and responsibilities of a 
school’s support staff which might all be paid at different rates,” says Muriel.

Having an expert in schools finance on board will enable a trust to avoid the 
common pitfalls of schools payroll and ensure staff salaries are delivered 
accurately every month.

Reduce unnecessary administration and streamline your pay structure 
by having consistent pay scales for all your schools.

Have a watertight system for updating staff records including contact 
details, working hours, student loan repayments and changes which 
might affect sick pay and maternity leave.

19LEADING LIGHTS. Financial management



3 MANAGING 
COMPLIANCE 
AND RISK
Compliance and management of risk is a major challenge for schools, as 
they need to keep on top of changes to guidance, meet statutory deadlines 
and manage internal audits. Trusts can relieve school leaders of this burden 
by having a compliance manager or team on board who can keep up with 
the latest legislation for schools.

A checklist for schools

“Trusts need someone on their team who is skilled at compliance models,” 
says Stephen Chamberlain. “We have a checklist of actions we need to 
address, and when new requirements arise, we add them in. School heads 
haven’t got time to do that.”

It’s important for trusts to have a mechanism for managing all the legal 
requirements that govern the way their schools are run.

“It can get very complicated,” says Dave Dickinson. “A trust needs to be on 
top of everything from tree surveys, health and safety, electrical testing and 
premises checks. I receive a report every month from our Estates Team 
highlighting priority actions and confirming we remain compliant.”

“Another element is DBS and training for compliance, ensuring staff members 
have an up-to-date DBS check and that each school has, for example, a 
trained fire marshal. If our system informs us that this year we have 13 new 
local governors who need safeguarding training, we simply get that booked.”

Changes in regulations, risks around data security and the growing emphasis 
on scrutiny all combine to make the business of running a school more 
complex than it has ever been.  

“Getting the compliance and risk management right is important and a 
good trust can take that burden away from schools,” says Stephen Mitchell. 
“Maintained schools often have local governing bodies full of well-intentioned 
volunteers.   These are important people, but sometimes may be lacking 
in professional credence in specific areas, e.g. safeguarding, or premises 
management, or school improvement.   Trusts can generally afford to employ 
domain specific experts to support their constituent schools, offering a more 
nuanced and detailed level of support.” 
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“Even the smallest trust needs to be strong in supporting good governance 
across its schools, because when something goes wrong, everyone gets hurt.”

Internal audit

Internal audit and risk are becoming increasingly important for trusts. 
Academies and MATs must now be audited by a qualified third party to evaluate 
their financial and non-financial compliance and ensure they are managing risk 
adequately.

A MAT’s risk register is a broad church and could include anything from 
health and safety and first aid to data protection and pupil premium reporting. 
Financial controls include the way a trust manages its accounts.

“Managing risk becomes an even greater priority as a trust grows,” says Sir 
David Carter. “It is for the board of trustees to determine which elements 
of risk they want to oversee and which they are willing to delegate to the 
academy boards. This must be written into the scheme of delegation.”

As a trust grows, its compliance responsibilities will grow in complexity too. 
For this reason, it is important that a developing trust has an individual 
or team who can manage the trust’s compliance, and that the process of 
delegation is clearly laid out.

Beverley Jones-Leka, director of regulatory services, at Juniper Education 
says, “MATs which have good finance controls, risk management and 
compliance processes in place will be best prepared for the changes in 
regulations outlined in the Academies Financial Handbook.

“By taking on the burden of compliance and risk management, a MAT liberates 
valuable time for its headteachers to manage all aspects of teaching and 
learning in their schools.”

All academy trusts must have a programme of internal scrutiny to 
provide independent assurance to the board that its financial and 
non-financial controls and risk management procedures are operating 
effectively.

Academies Financial Handbook

Think about using the services of a risk expert to evaluate your trust’s 
financial and non-financial controls in advance of an external audit.

21LEADING LIGHTS. Managing compliance and risk



4 MANAGEMENT 
INFORMATION 
A trust can only improve teaching and learning if it knows what is happening 
in each of its schools. Trust-wide data can identify why one school is strong 
in maths while a similar school in the trust is not, where the hotspots of 
behaviour issues are or why schools in one area perform better than those 
in another.

Insight for decision-making

Accurate, timely data is essential for managing any large organisation and if it 
is collected, managed and interpreted effectively, a trust’s data is a goldmine 
of information which can be used to make decisions as a MAT develops and 
grows.

“We have a trust-wide database,” says Stephen Chamberlain of the Active 
Learning Trust. “Having access to this data helps to direct school improvement 
and interventions. We also use our trust database to engage with stakeholders 
and explore the views of parents so we can make improvements and take 
action quickly.”

“Trusts are increasingly looking at an MIS which can provide a dashboard 
for all their schools, and the commercial sector should respond to this need,” 
says Sir David Carter.

Business intelligence in action

A MAT generally has a rich bank of data which, when brought to the centre, 
has the potential to transform performance right across the board. 

Pulling together data from HR and cross referencing it with pupil data can 
provide a deeper and more nuanced insight into the strengths and areas of 
improvement of a trust. For instance, a trust might notice that some teachers 
are more effective than others, without knowing why.

Digging deeper into the data might reveal that length of service is having an 
impact on results in English, for example, or that the teachers who attended 
a specific training programme were recording better results from their pupils.

Charlotte Harling, head of SISRA Observe, explains. 

“Trusts should explore the talent they already have in their organisation by 
asking ‘who are our champions of behaviour management? Who are our 
experts in questioning techniques? Many trusts have a wealth of HR data 
they can use to identify those champions and give them the opportunity to 
support other members of staff.
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“By pulling together this information, trusts have the insight to plan more 
relevant, targeted CPD. If the data identifies a maths teacher who is an expert 
on giving pupil feedback, that teacher could lead a session at an Inset day so 
their expertise can be shared across the trust.”

Analysing HR spend against pupil data could also help a trust to see which 
training initiatives, qualifications and CPD programmes are most cost-effective.

“MATs can benefit from transparency of information from its schools,” says 
Stella Mead, director of MIS support at Juniper Education. “You can see where 
you have staff absences across a MAT so you can move staff around within 
or across schools where needed. This data can also highlight any contractual 
gaps that are likely to arise and makes it easier for a trust to run efficiently, 
save costs and make strategic decisions which improve pupil outcomes.

“MATs should not be afraid of being business minded in certain aspects of 
running a trust. They should use their management information to become 
well-run organisations which enable their schools to focus on the children,” 
says Stella.

A whole child view

Although it is important to be able to draw comparisons across the schools 
in a MAT, there will always be differences between individual schools, and an 
MIS can help a MAT to gain a deeper understanding of each school and which 
approaches will work best in each context. 

“Some of our schools are located in the most deprived areas in the country, 
whereas others are situated in more affluent postcodes,” says Dave Dickinson 
of the Waterton Academy Trust. Despite these differences, our focus is on 
excellence in teaching and learning for all our schools.”

Having good quality management information will help the MAT team look 
at schools, cohorts, classes and individual pupils in the context of their 
circumstances and needs.

“Our trust is able to drill down into the databases,” says Stephen Chamberlain. 
“This helps us look at pupil premium children, pupils with SEND and children 
who have an education, health and care plan (EHCP). This enables us to 
develop strategies to drive school improvement and make a genuine impact 
on the children in the classroom.”

Create a strong quality assurance culture by using your pupil data 
alongside your HR data to understand where your strengths are in 
teaching and learning
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Managing a crisis

The pandemic continues to have far reaching impacts and MATs with good 
management information are able to respond to new challenges more 
effectively. Some pupils have been dealing with issues such as bereavement 
and financial difficulty at home, and need extra support. Having access to data 
on family circumstances will help a MAT develop an effective pastoral care 
strategy.

Similarly, pupils’ behaviour may be affected by having to adapt to the changes 
between home and school learning and the restrictions of social distancing 
when in school. MATs need a clear insight into any changes in behaviour, 
where these are happening, and how good conduct can be encouraged, for 
example by using a system of rewards. 

Trusts who have a clear oversight of all of their schools can provide timely 
support when it’s needed, as Sir David Carter explains. “Trust data has been 
used to identify concerning attendance patterns during outbreaks of Covid-19. 
A trust can see if there are any trends in year groups and within school 
bubbles and act quickly to ensure staffing levels and pupils’ learning are 
maintained as efficiently as possible.”

MATs on the growth journey should implement a clear data policy as this not 
only helps them respond to sudden changes such as the pandemic, it also 
ensures they get vital insight into their schools. This will help MATs get the 
data they need when new schools come on board too.

To get the most from their MIS, MATs need a clear vision of what they are 
expecting from schools in terms of data collection, and a standardised 
approach makes sure they are comparing like with like. It is also vital that 
heads, teachers and the data team are all happy with the system they are 
using, and on board with what is expected of them.

With a rich bank of management information which brings together data from 
finance and HR as well as pupil performance, a trust has the insight to support 
schools in making a genuine difference to pupils’ lives.

In a survey by Young Minds taken when schools reopened in autumn 
2020, 31 percent of young people with a history of mental health 
difficulties reported their mental health was quite poor, and 38 percent 
very poor.

Design and implement a clear data policy from the start to get vital 
insight into schools as your trust grows.

Make sure the MIS you invest in is scalable and can support your future 
growth.
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5 EFFECTIVE 
PUPIL 
TRACKING

At a time when learning gaps have widened and disadvantaged children 
risk being left further behind their peers, tracking and understanding pupil 
progress has never been more important.

Consistency is key

While some trusts give schools the freedom to use their own tracking systems, 
this approach risks eating up valuable time. Many trusts are moving towards 
a more standardised system where all schools in a trust track their pupils in 
the same way.

A key benefit of having a whole trust approach to tracking is that it facilitates 
MAT-wide CPD and decisive leadership activity which in turn eliminates 
variance in leadership and teaching within and across schools.

To understand the progress secondary school students are making, MATs 
need some standardisation.

“If all the students in Year 11 sit the same test or mock exam, these could be 
moderated by teachers from across the trust who know the course content 
and assessment requirements, but do not know the students personally,” says 
Sir David Carter. 

“This approach gives the trust executive and board a clearer picture of true 
performance because it has been internally standardised.”

“However, it is important not to set too many tests centrally as it becomes 
clunky to administrate, and if you have built a strong team of education 
leaders you can trust them to identify which children need support or more 
frequent monitoring.”

The trusts which had a rigorous structure in place allowing for the quality 
assurance of grades based on ongoing teacher assessment were much better 
placed to allocate grades to their students when GCSEs and A Levels were 
cancelled in 2020. It is likely these trusts will be best placed to respond in 
2021, when the examination results will be based on teacher-assessed grades.
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Identifying learning gaps

Trusts have had to work quickly to baseline their pupils and work out where the 
gaps in learning are, renewing the debate over whether teacher assessment or 
testing is most effective. While teacher assessment draws on a rich seam of 
experience and knowledge, it can also take valuable time which could be better 
used to close learning gaps.

On the flipside, testing can be stressful for pupils as well as staff, and there is 
no guarantee it will uncover missing learning.

For its primary academies, the Active Learning Trust took a hybrid approach 
at the start of the academic year in September 2020 as Stephen Chamberlain 
explains.

“As children came back to school in September, we started a regime which 
combined teacher assessment with testing which was as informal as possible.

“We had expected the major learning gaps to be in Year 6, but our 
benchmarking showed the gaps were much further down in Years 2, 1 and 
Early Years. While the older children were more resilient and able to adapt to 
online learning and make progress, the younger children had fallen behind in 
the more teacher focused areas such as phonics. 

Our tracking system will help us close those gaps quickly and allow the 
children to make progress.”

A simpler way to track

MATs need to consider what they want to achieve from pupil tracking, and 
set out a tracking policy which provides the insight needed while saving time 
which can be spent planning lessons and supporting individual pupils.

In primary education, many trusts are moving away from the traditional linear 
method of tracking their pupils which considers how much learning has been 
achieved towards a specific objective. Instead they are using point in time 
assessment (PITA), which judges how pupils are performing based on what 
they have been taught so far. 

Tom Parkinson, director of tracking software at Juniper Education explains. 

“This type of assessment model allows for fewer data entry points for tracking 
attainment and progress. PITA shows whether children are at the standard 
expected for the point in the year, using descriptors such as well below 
expected, below expected, expected, above expected and well above expected.

“The benefit of taking a simplified approach with tracking is that MATs can 
see at a glance which children need extra support, and which children need 
a greater challenge. With this as a starting point, a MAT can decide where to 
direct interventions.

“If one school in a trust has a larger proportion of children who are performing 
below expectations in maths, the trust could draft in its best maths teacher 
from another school for a term to help close some of the learning gaps,” says 
Tom.
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With a simple, standardised and effective tracking approach, a MAT has the 
structures it needs to monitor progress trust-wide, spot if any pupil groups 
are falling behind age-related expectations and make a difference where it 
counts.

Save time and increase accuracy with a pupil tracker which allows 
teachers to assess pupils against objectives during lessons.
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GROWING IN 
SIZE AND IN 
STRENGTH 
As new schools join a trust, they each bring with them a unique set of qualities, 
and a good trust will want to preserve those. 

As Stephen Mitchell of the Oak Multi Academy Trust says:

“Our trust doesn’t want identikit schools. Parents buy into an individual 
school’s ethos and vision, not the words on the trust website. It’s the school 
head who is at the gate talking to parents and liaising with the community.”

However, a trust is accountable for all its academies and each new school that 
comes on board joins with different methods of running their administration, 
hiring their staff and tracking their pupils. In order to enable each wonderful 
school to do its best for the pupils, a trust needs to standardise processes. 
This will ensure the economies of scale to get good value from suppliers and to 
provide the resources and technology that make a difference in the classroom.

With a central HR team, a trust can build a powerful team of educators who 
will remain in the trust, sharing good practice, developing expertise and 
providing the trust with its leaders of tomorrow. Strong support systems will 
ensure every member of staff has someone to turn to when times are tough 
and their wellbeing is at stake.

By streamlining approaches to data management, a trust can raise standards 
across all its schools so that every child has the opportunity to fulfil their 
potential. A simpler, standardised approach to tracking and testing pupils is 
more likely to ensure learning gaps are identified and closed.

“To afford pupils the best opportunities, we ensure assessment practices are 
informative but not onerous. This therefore allows more time for teachers to 
teach the right things and for children to learn what they require,” says Dave 
Dickinson of the Waterton Academy Trust. “Our school leaders know they are 
part of a MAT which is built around assessment excellence.”

When a trust grows stronger as well as larger, built on the five pillars described 
above, which characterise the organisation of a well run MAT, it can give its 
schools the freedom to deliver an exceptional education, and more time to 
spend on the children. 
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CONCLUSION 
The seismic impact of the coronavirus pandemic has shaken the education 
sector to the core. With two prolonged episodes of schools being closed 
to most pupils, and weeks of disruption to learning in between, the most 
pessimistic predictions are playing out. But education professionals are made 
of strong stuff, and the crisis has seen some genuine heroes emerge to make 
a difference when it was most needed. 

This included some of the country’s MATs which are supporting their school 
communities in so many ways, providing practical help to keep pupils safe, 
setting up the technology to keep pupils learning and looking after the wellbeing 
of their teachers and school leaders.

MATs with more mature capabilities in the five pillars outlined in the white 
paper have been able to rise to the challenge because their internal structures 
gave them the flexibility to act fast, redeploy resources and prioritise those 
in need.

It is never too early for a growing MAT to start building on these five pillars. 
A developing trust can create a central team for its finance, HR and compliance, 
and set out a data and tracking policy so every child in the classroom has the 
opportunities they deserve.

MATs are educators at heart, with a mind for business and the power to give 
their schools the gift of More Child-Time.

Use our team to help yours 

Juniper Education’s aim is to increase the effectiveness of schools, improve 
outcomes for learners and give teachers back more child-time. We provide 
primary and secondary schools and multi-academy trusts with software 
to bring pupil assessment, attendance and behaviour data together into 
one system.  We also offer services to support schools with their financial 
management, teacher training, HR, governance, compliance and school 
visits planning. 
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