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School collaborations and partnership arrangements 
 
Birmingham City Council (BCC) and Birmingham Education Partnership (BEP) 
recognise that schools face tough questions and equally difficult decisions when it comes to 
exploring new or different partnership arrangements.  
 
There is a range of ways in which schools are collaborating and building partnership 
arrangements. The FAQs below set out some responses to Frequently Asked Questions for 
colleagues who are exploring the option of entering into a Multi-Academy Trust 
arrangement. We strongly recommend that these FAQs are read in conjunction with the 
booklet ‘Changing Times’ in which Birmingham City Council and BEP set out some of the 
ways Birmingham schools are responding to the education sector’s rapidly changing 
landscape. 
 
This document is available at: - 
https://www.birmingham.gov.uk/downloads/file/4341/changing_times_report and contains 
contributions from schools who have adopted different collaboration structures including 
MATs, federations and co-operatives. 
 
There are some key differences between collaborative structures, which could lead to 
individual schools forming different conclusions about the advantages and disadvantages of 
the partnership arrangements.  
 
Frequently Asked Questions 
 
1. What advantages would be available to a Multi Academy Trust (MAT) that would 

not be accessible to schools in other forms of collaboration (e.g. hard and soft 
federation)?  

Some specific differences about MAT arrangements that may be seen as an advantage 
include: 
 
• A MAT is one academy trust governing a group of schools with a shared vision, through 

a single board of directors which is accountable and responsible for the performance of 
schools in a chain. The MAT is accountable directly to the Department for Education, 
which has set up a structure of Regional Schools Commissioners to carry out this 
function. Some see it as an advantage to be accountable through the Regional Schools 
Commissioner rather than through the Local Authority. Others argue that accountability 
through local democratic structures is more advantageous and transparent. It should be 
noted that the Local Authority values all schools equally as part of the Birmingham 
family. 
 

• The MAT form of collaboration is supported by national government policy so there are 
resources readily available to schools choosing this form of collaboration. This may 
make the process of setting up a MAT more efficient, for example there is a range of 
documentation readily available to support schools entering into such arrangements. 
Schools setting up MATs or becoming part of a MAT will find they benefit from lessons 
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learned by colleagues who have recently been on similar journey’s, with access to 
shared resources and lessons learned.  

 
• Any individual school that is not an Academy may, under certain circumstances, be 

subject to a Directive Academy Order (DAO). This means that the school can be 
required to become an Academy and the sponsor will be chosen by the Regional 
Schools Commissioner. A DAO can only be issued under certain circumstances; by law, 
a DAO will be issued to any school judged to require Special Measures by OFSTED. 
One advantage of being part of a MAT is that the Trust is responsible for performance 
across the group of schools in the MAT. This means that the risk of a partnership being 
broken up as a result of an individual school being subject to a DAO is reduced.  

 
• Having a single trust means there is only one employer for all staff. A MAT, however, is 

not the only way to achieve this. Hard federation is another example of an alternative 
structure that moves all school employees under a single employer, and if all schools 
collaborating are Local Authority Maintained Schools, they may all share the Council as 
employer. As with other forms of collaboration, having all staff across a group of schools 
under one employer can enable the sharing of resources widely within the group. This 
can lead to a broadening of the curriculum; provide greater opportunity for students; and 
where there are underperforming schools within a group this can extend opportunities 
for school improvement. There can also be advantages for staff development, by 
facilitating the sharing of expertise, and good practice.  

 
• Additional benefits of this and other forms of collaboration include securing better value 

for money through collaborative procurement leading to greater economies of scale, 
whilst helping to address issues relating to an expanding school or falling roles and 
pressured budgets.    

 
2. What value would be added to individual institutions on becoming part of a MAT?  
There are some specific benefits of having a single Board of Governors and one employer 
of staff. These are not all specific or exclusive to MATs and include: 
 
• Shared accountability which can lead to better progress and attainment for pupils, and 

help schools meet rising expectations. 
• School leaders and teachers can share thinking and planning to spread expertise and 

tackle challenges together. 
• Governors and trustees can work more strategically, especially during challenging 

times. 
• School leaders, teachers and other staff can be shared across more than one school, 

enabling schools to find different solutions to recruitment challenges, to retain staff by 
providing new opportunities within the group and to plan succession more effectively. 

• Groups of schools can find it easier to identify and fund specialist expertise (both 
specialist teachers and specialists in areas such as data analysis, finance, health and 
safety), and provide richer curricular and extra-curricular activities. 

• Shared professional development can more easily be arranged, whether led by staff 
from one of the partner schools or an outside body. 
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• The economies of scale through group business management and collective purchasing 
made possible within larger groups can help schools cope better with shrinking budgets.  

 
A specific advantage for an individual school being part of a MAT is that there is longer-
term security in the governance structure because government policy supports schools to 
become Academies and under certain circumstances may require this. By choosing to 
become part of a MAT, an individual school effectively “future-proofs” its governance, 
unless the MAT itself becomes subject to DFE intervention as we have seen with a few 
examples in the city such as Perry Beeches and the former Park View Education Trust. 

 
3. What services are currently provided by Birmingham City Council that would 

need to be purchased by the MAT?  
The Regional Schools Commissioner (RSC) for the West Midlands is responsible for 
making decisions about the academies and free schools within Birmingham. They focus on 
the quality of education received by the children attending academies and free schools and 
will take action when they are underperforming, as opposed to BEP, who is contracted to 
do the same for maintained schools in Birmingham. The Commissioner works very closely 
with Education Officers within Birmingham City Council.   
 
Across Birmingham there are a number of support services available to schools and 
academies including Birmingham City Council’s own services, Services for Education and 
Birmingham Education Partnership. Depending on how the MAT structures itself, it may 
wish to buy services such as HR, finance, payroll, legal, IT, asset management and school 
and governor support. Many academies, along with maintained schools, also continue to 
subscribe to safeguarding support from BCC.   
 
4. What would be the estimated cost of these services to the MAT and to each 

school?  
The cost will depend on who the MAT choose to procure the services from on behalf of its 
schools i.e. from BCC or external providers or both and what level of service.  
 
The MAT will also have new costs to incur arising from the need to prepare statutory annual 
costs and audit costs.  A MAT would normally top slice each school’s budget in order to 
hold a central fund to pay for such costs. We assume this would similarly happen in this 
case although it would be up to the MAT to decide upon the level of top slice.   
 
5. Are the schools guaranteed any enhanced funding as a result of their 

conversion?  
No. There is no enhanced revenue funding as a result of conversion. The Education 
Services Grant would have been available but this ceases at the end of August 2017. 
 
6. Would the MAT be accountable to parents as they currently are with the LA 

family?  
 
The DfE want parents to be more involved in their child’s education, however MATs do not 
introduce more accountability to parents. 
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Currently parent governors are required in maintained schools.  The establishment of a 
MAT does not mean parents can no longer sit on governing boards; many parents already 
play a valuable role in governance, and parents will be encouraged to be governors or 
trustees. 
 
Many parents have skills that make them very effective governors. The model of 
governance in a maintained school is where a parent is elected or appointed to the 
governing board for means of representation, compared to Multi Academy Trust 
model where they are chosen for their expertise. That means that Academy Trust Boards 
should be able to appoint all their trustees for their skills, insight and knowledge rather than 
who they represent.  
 
It is the expectation that every academy puts in place arrangements for meaningful 
engagement with all parents, and to listen to their views and feedback.  

 
7. Would there be a guarantee that each school would exercise responsibility as a 

self-governing entity?  
There are four types of governance within a MAT and all MAT structures have some local 
governance at an individual academy level.  However, they differ hugely.  Some MATs have 
chosen to have local governing bodies operating very much like the established governing 
bodies.   Others have advisory boards whose role is to inform the central board of 
performance and issues at local academy level, leaving the main decisions to the central 
board of directors.   
 
Therefore the type of governance structure established will determine the level of self- 
governance at the local level. If this is a critical aspect, this would need to be considered 
during the consultation period, prior to a school joining a MAT.  
 
8. What influence would parents have over the destination of each school?  
Prior to a school joining a Multi Academy Trust, there must be a consultation process that 
gains the views of parents and the wider school community. These views have to be taken 
into consideration, before the final agreement for academy conversion. 
 
Once a Multi Academy Trust has been established, it is good practice to receive feedback 
from parents on their views as to how their son or daughter is being educated. 
 
The governing board of Trust will have parent representatives, who contribute to the 
decision making process within the MAT.  
 
9. The government has withdrawn its policy of forced academisation. Do schools 

still face any pressure to convert from the DFE?  
The Secretary of State has made it clear that the government has a vision of a 100% 
academy school system. However, there is no compulsion unless a school goes into 
special measures following an OfSTED inspection or is identified as “coasting” for three 
years. Under these circumstances the Regional Schools Commissioner will issue the 
schools a Directive Academy Order –DOA, (see Question 1). 
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Some schools consider that becoming an academy is the only way forward, but this is a 
myth. They can join together with other schools in federations and co-operatives and gain 
the benefits of stronger partnership without becoming academies. 
 
As previously mentioned,  the booklet ‘Changing Times’  sets out some of the ways 
Birmingham schools are responding to the education sector’s rapidly changing landscape. 
 
This document is available at: - 
https://www.birmingham.gov.uk/downloads/file/4341/changing_times_report and contains 
contributions from schools who have adopted different collaboration structures including 
MATs, federations and co-operatives. 

 
10. It has been suggested by governors that the future of the LA is in doubt. Is there 

any evidence to support this?  
No, there is no truth in this suggestion. 
 
It is clear in Birmingham that the local authority has a long-term, continuing role with all of 
its schools, including academies. Birmingham City Council’s legal duties in education in 
relation to early years, school place planning and admissions, special educational needs, 
safeguarding and school improvement (for maintained schools only) continue. There is no 
evidence that the DfE plans to change this. 
 

 
11. Most schools now use the LA system for admission and placement for each child. 

Would a MAT continue with this practice?  
All schools including academies must follow the School Admissions Code and ensure 
places are allocated fairly. Academies are required by their funding agreements, to comply 
with the Code and the law relating to admissions, although the Secretary of State has the 
power to vary this requirement where there is demonstrable need. 
 
It is the responsibility of the admission authorities to ensure that admission arrangements 
are compliant with this Code. Where a school or academy is the admission authority, this 
responsibility falls to the Governing Body or Academy Trust.  
 
In Birmingham the School Admissions Team, in accordance with School Admissions Code, 
co-ordinates the offer of school places for all schools, academies and free schools during 
the normal admissions round and also receives notifications of any in-year applications. 
 
In addition the School Admissions Team offer advice and guidance to all schools, including 
academies and free schools, on all aspects of admission and appeals matters.  The team 
will, facilitate the annual consultation of proposed admissions arrangements on behalf of 
any academy or free school. The vast majority of academies and free schools “buy back” 
the appeals service from the Council, although this is not a requirement. 
 
For further information please contact Julie Young, Assistant Director, BCC Education 
Services, Woodcock Street ( julie.h.young@birmingham.gov.uk or Tel: 0121 675 8521)	


