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Part I 
 

1. Introduction 

 

This is a briefing paper, collating evidence through research and interviews regarding the 

efficacy of school federations and multi academy trusts (henceforth - federations/MATS) 

with a proposal for the provision of training for colleagues considering executive headship. 

 

2. Research evidence 

 

2.1 Research evidence
1
 suggests that the following conditions are likely to result in 

successful federations/ MATs 

 

Institutions 

 

- At least one institution in the collaboration needs to have a track record of success 

- Institutions are close in proximity 

 

Ethos & vision 

 

- Tight focus on raising standards, improving teaching and learning 

 

- A long-term set of shared values and relationships is established 

 

Individuals 

 

- Professionals need to see the benefit of working across schools, otherwise they 

retrench into their own school and the opportunities to apply knowledge and 

expertise across the MAT are lost 

 

Leadership 

 

- Leadership is strong 

- Decision making is centralised 

- Leaders see themselves as leaders of education, rather than leaders of a 

particular institution, and therefore, are outward facing 

- Secondary federations/MATs with an executive lead perform better than those 

without 

 

- Accountability which is shared across the participating institutions brings about a 

consistent response to rising expectations 

- All institutions and stakeholders, e.g. staff and parents feel incentivised to 

collaborate 

- Governance is strong, strategic, and can effectively respond to challenges 

 
1
 See References 
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Process 

 

- There is a time lag of 2 to 4 years before federations/MATs make better progress 

than their non-federated counterparts. 
 

Structure 

 

- Economies of scale are brought about, through streamlined structures, particularly 

with regard to funding and specialist expertise (both specialist teachers and 

specialists in areas such as data analysis, finance, health and safety) 

 

- Systems and processes are shared with regard to 
 

o assessment, moderating and 

benchmarking 

o staffing, recruitment and retention 

o data and finance systems 

o internal CPD can 

 challenge orthodoxies of practice 

 question accepted norms of expectations and 

behaviours of staff to bring about improvement 

 

o best practice and expertise 

o thinking and planning 

o strategies and policies 

o tackling challenges 

 

2.2 If the above conditions are present, they bring about the following outcomes 

 

- In secondary performance federations
2
, attainment at GCSE improves for both 

the higher and lower performing schools 

 

- Collaborations that bring about good progress for disadvantaged students tend 

to bring about good progress for all groups 

- Improved recruitment and succession planning 

- richer curricular and extra-curricular activities 

 

2.3 Research evidence suggests that the following conditions are likely to result in 

unsuccessful federations/MATs 

 

- Expanding too fast, or expansion for its own sake 

- Over enthusiasm from the ‘stronger’ institution to ‘help’ the ‘weaker’ institution 

- A focus on quick fixes rather than long term solutions, resulting in a series of false 

dawns 

- Not securing commitment and understanding, ‘hearts and minds’ from the parent 

body 

- Collaborating with an institution without carrying out due diligence in respect 

of, for example, finances, performance, relationships with external 

organisations and key stakeholders etc. 

 

2.4 It is important to note that there is not yet compelling evidence to demonstrate that 
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- Economies of scale are successful 

 

- MATs/ federations bring about consistently better performance than non-

federated organisations. 

 

 

 

 
2
 See Information regarding MATs, federations etc. 
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3. Interview evidence 
3 

 

 

3.1 For successful federations/MATs there are  

 

structures that work best 
 

- There is an executive lead, rather than shared or conventional headship of more 

than one institution within the federation/MAT 

- Leaders from all institutions have equal access to the executive lead who is 

committed to all institutions in the federation/MAT equally; all staff and pupils 

therefore feel ‘connected’ to the leadership of the federation/MAT 

- There is an executive role where the post holder takes care of the external demands 

from outside agencies, for example, DfE, Ofsted, regional commissioner, etc. allowing 

another leader to focus on the internal work of the school, particularly teaching and 

learning 

- The executive lead consistently communicates with staff with regard to what 

their role actually is and how it changes as the federation/MAT evolves 

- Leaders ensure that they are up to date with regard to the feelings, ‘hearts and 

minds’ of all stakeholders, for example, teaching and non-teaching staff, parents, 

pupils, and take action accordingly to ensure decisions are understood and all 

stakeholders are ‘signed up’ to the federation/MAT’s vision 

- Communication is consistently highly effective 

- Institutions within the federation/MAT have both a collaborative and distinct 

identity; any branding or vision building takes into account this multi-presentation. 
 

processes that work best 

 

- Coaching; leaders do not have the same capacity that they used to have, to be 

‘hands on’ in a single institution, so expertise needs to be developed and shared 

through the process of successful coaching 

- Make it clear through recruitment to applicants, the nature of the 

federation/MAT, the expectations, and the requirement to ‘buy in’ to the ethos 

and vision 

- The development of bespoke terms and conditions for all staff that meet the 

specific needs of the federation/MAT 

- Robust induction for all new staff and pupils into the expectations, vision and ethos 

- Planning which is both short and long term so that quick wins are never enough and 

genuine vision is always taken into account 

- Collaborative work that fundamentally places the federation/MAT at the heart of all 

relevant local communities 

- Formal and ongoing processes to share best practice across all participating 

institutions 

- High quality line management for all senior and middle leaders 

 

non-negotiable processes/ systems etc. that have to be shared across the MAT/federation 

 

- Expectations must be consistently high across the federation/MAT, particularly of 

student behaviour 

- Policy/ strategies/ codes; these must 
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o be constructed in a shared language that all stakeholders understand, particularly 

children 

o make high expectations explicit and non- negotiable 

o ensure ‘buy in’ and commitment from all pupils 

 

 
3
 See Process 
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- Assessment of progress and attainment  

- Data systems 

- Moderation and benchmarking  

- Governance 

- Performance management  

- Support of outside agencies 

 

processes/systems etc. that ought to be shared 

- CPD 

- Delivery of the PE curriculum, particularly if it is by an external provider 

- Back office functions – finance, catering, caretaking, cleaning, HR etc. 

- Physical space; all learning space inside and outside should be capitalised upon for learning 

potential across the federation/MATs 

 

 

3.2 Successful leaders of federations/MATs 

 

- always see it from the children’s point of view 

- genuinely respect expertise and professionalism of all staff from all institutions 

- see the best in every opportunity, and are therefore optimistic and hopeful, forward 

thinking, and joyful 

- trust staff 

are 

- open to new ideas, but adherent to procedures and systems 

- innovative and entrepreneurial 

- confident, with a moral conviction 

- resilient, relentless, thick skinned 

- in it for the long haul 

- outstanding communicators, decision makers, and negotiators 

- able to manage expectations 

- patient 

have 

- a clear idea of what ‘good’ or better is, regardless of changing local and national agendas 

- high levels of emotional intelligence 

- an ability to trust staff 

- the capacity to see the potential in colleagues, and nurture talent 

- the capacity to coach colleagues so that they can reach their full potential 

 

they lead by 

- gathering information first before making a decision, and avoid catastrophising 

- being physically present in all institutions, equally 

- always considering, revising and using a broad range of strategies to communicate, for 

example ‘open door’ policy, surveys, updates, ongoing information sharing 

- under-promising and over-delivering 

- giving themselves a break 

 

3.3 In successful federations/MATs, the role of the executive lead is 

 

- ever changing 

- necessarily corporate and strategic 

- outward facing 

- accountable for multiple ‘layers’ of leadership and management 
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3.4 Issues faced by successful leaders of federations/MATS are 

 

- maintaining presence, visibility and availability across multiple settings 

- defining their role 

- capacity 

- balancing the strategic versus the mechanistic 

 

Note – federation/ MATS between institutions with different intakes and contexts are not 

necessarily at a disadvantage, as high expectations are high expectations regardless of the 

setting. 

 

3.5 Ethos and vision which lend themselves to bringing about successful federations/MATs 

 

- work through all other systems and policies, and are ‘lived’ by staff, pupils and 

parents 

- take the best from the foci and ethos of the participating institutions 

- maintain the ‘narrative’ and history of the institutions involved in the federation/MAT 

- involve enthusiasm and excitement 

- look inward and outward 

- ensure all pupils buy into a culture of high expectations 

 

focus on 

 

- high quality teaching and learning above all else 

- the child 

- commitment to the local community 

- moral imperatives 

 

3.6 Successful federations/MATs 

 

have relationships with parents and the community which mean they 

 

- don’t under estimate the need to bring the parents with them, and appeal to the 

best interests of parents from all participating institutions 

- always present change so parents from all participating institutions can see what is 

in it for them and their children 

- don’t pre-judge what parental concerns might be, but consistently consult with 

parents, test and respond to parental concerns 

- know their communities and local areas very well 

 

governing bodies which are 

 

- committed 

- strong 

- expert 

- responsive to the wellbeing of the executive lead 

 

3.7 Prior to collaboration and/or federation successful leaders of federations/MATs 

 

- followed due diligence 

- investigated and established opportunities for efficiencies 

- carried out extensive research with regard to each potentially participating 

institution, for example, their strengths and weaknesses, community, distinct ethos 
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- involved initial external advice at leadership level, so as to give them a steer 

- accepted external help 

 

and at the MAT/federation’s inception prioritised 

 

- pupils’ safety and security 

- bringing about consistently high quality teaching and learning 

- gaining high achievement for pupils against national measures as quickly as possible 

- ensuring consistently good behaviour across all participating institutions 

- getting to know their team and key individuals 

- locating the good practice, and expertise 

- balancing personalities and building relationships 

 

4. Information regarding federations/ MATs etc. 

 

As of 1
st

 September 2016, half of all academies in England are members of MATs 

 

Multi Academy Trust 

 

A multi-academy trust (MAT) is a single entity established to undertake a strategic 

collaboration to improve and maintain high educational standards across a number of 

schools. A group of schools form a single MAT which has overarching responsibility for their 

governance. 

 

Federation  

‘Soft 

Federation’ 

 

Clusters or ‘families’ of schools that had committed to work together, for example, on 

school improvement or collaborative procurement projects. 

 

‘Hard Federation’ 

A group of schools formed into a single legal entity with a single governing body, in accordance 

with the Education Act 2002, Section 24, and also the School Governance (Federations) 

Regulations. 

 

Types of federation 

 

- Cross-phase 

- Performance 

- Size 

- Mainstreaming 

- Faith 

- Academy  

 

Statutory requirements 

 

The white paper Educational Excellence Everywhere, published in March 2016, set out the 

government’s vision for a fully academised system and their ambition that, by the end of 

2022, all schools would be academies and that most schools would form or join MATs. 

Since the publication of the paper, the government announced that it would not legislate to 

bring about this vision, but it is still the government’s preferred direction of travel. 
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5. Process 

 

Formal interviews were carried out with four headteachers/ principals/ executives, 

(henceforth ‘headteachers’) with each interview lasting 1.5 hours. The headteachers are 

responsible for a range of settings, primary and secondary, MATs and federations, 

performance and academy federations. 

 

Informal interviews were carried with 6 headteachers, from a range of settings. 

 

6. Current training for executive headship 

 

Building capacity in a multi-academy trust - the critical role of the executive leaders, 

Cambridge Education 

 

https://www.camb-ed.co.uk/Services/c/academies-and-multi-academy-trusts/p/building-

capacity-in-a-multi-academy-trust-the-critical-role-of-the-executive-leaders 

 

Executive Educators: Executive Headteachers, Ambition School Leadership (formerly 

Future Leaders) Duration: 1 year 

 

Executive Headteacher programme, SSAT 

 

Duration: 2 years 

Content: 8 events, including attendance at SSAT conferences 

https://www.ssatuk.co.uk/cpd/leadership/executive-headteachers/ 

 

Primary Executive Headship programme, NCSL closed 2014 

 

https://www.camb-ed.co.uk/Services/c/academies-and-multi-academy-trusts/p/building-capacity-in-a-multi-academy-trust-the-critical-role-of-the-executive-leaders
https://www.camb-ed.co.uk/Services/c/academies-and-multi-academy-trusts/p/building-capacity-in-a-multi-academy-trust-the-critical-role-of-the-executive-leaders
https://www.ssatuk.co.uk/cpd/leadership/executive-headteachers/
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Part II 
 

 

8. Proposed training 1/2 day sessions on: 

 

8.1 Leadership 

 

- What skills, competencies and characteristics are best suited to the role of 

executive headteacher 

- How would an excecutive headteacher most effectively 

o respond to the demands of headship

o work day to day, and over the longer twork day to day, and other the longer 

term 

o hold to account 

 

in a MAT/federation setting? 

 

Materials 

 

- Leadership review process 

- Executive headteacher – competencies and characteristics 

- Exemplar job descriptions for the executive head teacher post 

- Case studies of executive headteacher day to day and strategic challenges 

 

 

8.2 Structure and collaboration 

 

- What are the best 

o organisational 

o change management 

o collaborative 

o presentation 

o branding 

strategies for key stakeholders – parents, staff, students, governors in a 

MAT/federation setting? 

 

Materials 

 

- Exemplars of federation/MATs’  

o staffing structures 

o job descriptions, terms and conditions  curriculum maps 

o policies 

o joint systems for assessment, moderation, benchmarking, outsourcing, 

finance, CPD etc. 

o branding strategies 

o change management processes  

- Case study of a cross-federation role 

- Examples of maps of federated school sites, and how space is used 
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8.3 Process, ethos and vision 

 

- What are the best 

o processes to develop and improve teaching and learning 

o plans 

o ethos and vision 

o recruitment, retention and induction strategies 

  

in a MAT/federation setting? 

 

 

Materials 

 

- Exemplars of federation/MATs’ 
o coaching, best practice sharing strategies 

o plans 

o ethos and vision 

o recruitment, retention and induction packs 

 

 

8.4 Personalities 

 

- What are the best ways to 

o communicate with 

o involve 

o establish commitment from 

o line manage 

o resolve potential conflict 

key stakeholders, relevant communities and outside agencies in a 

MAT/federation setting? 

 

Materials 

 

- Exemplars of federation/MATs’ 
o line management processes 

o governance code of conduct etc. 

o communication strategies 

o staff/ pupil surveys 

 

- Examples of comments from parents and governors who have participated in 

federations/MATs. 

 

 
8.5 Setting up a federation/ MAT the mechanics, and first steps 

 

- How do you 

o carry out due diligence 

o establish a trust board and local governing bodies 

o set up systems 

o launch the new institution 

o establish priorities 

o establish and maintain high expectations  
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in a MAT/federation setting? 

 

Materials 

 

- Exemplars of federation/ MATs’ 

o Due diligence processes 

o Financial modelling 

o Terms of reference, schedule of delegation 

o Time line for establishment 

o Codes of conduct for behaviour, class room non-negotiables etc. 

 

- Case studies of successful federations/MATs 

 
Q and A session with executive headteachers of federations/MATs 

 

 

 

 


