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1. NAHT represents more than 29,000 school leaders in early years, primary, secondary 
and special schools, making us the largest association for school leaders in the UK. We 

represent, advise and train school leaders in England, Wales and Northern Ireland. We 
welcome this opportunity to share our members’ views on multi-academy trusts (MATs). 

 
2. NAHT recognises the contribution that MATs have made to the educational 
landscape. We know that where MATs work well, pupils can benefit from the close 

collaboration between schools, particularly the sharing of subject expertise. Staff also 
benefit from opportunities to share ideas and best practice with colleagues from other 
schools and MAT status can facilitate such arrangements. We acknowledge that MATs come 

in all shapes and sizes and vary massively in structure, approach and ethos, so it is difficult 
to discuss them as one homogenous group. It is in this context that we wish to highlight 

concerns about how some MATs operate, so that the system can be appropriately 
reformed. 

 
3. It is impossible to discuss this issue without reference to the proposals in the white 
paper to force the majority of schools to become part of MATs by 2022. 

 
Our views on this proposal have been widely shared, but are worth re-stating for the 
purpose of this submission. 
 

i. NAHT has no issue with voluntary academy conversion but has always 

opposed the forced academisation of schools. 
ii. We are concerned that there is little or no robust evidence to suggest that 

universal academisation will result in improved outcomes for children or that MATs 

are a more successful model of school collaboration than others within the system. 

iii. The resources and capacity to back this plan are unclear. 

iv. We believe the proposals present a particularly high-risk to the future viability 
and identity of small, rural schools, nurseries and special schools. 

v. We are very concerned about the impact of universal academisation on the 
pay and conditions of the education workforce. 

vi. We are unclear how local authorities will be able to manage places and 
admissions without the ability to influence individual MATs' planned admission 
numbers. 

vii. We are unclear about the future status of the National Curriculum within a 
system where every school is an academy. 

viii. We are concerned that recently established academies will, as a result of 
promised revisions to legislation, be faced with further upheaval as the rules are 

changed once again. 

 

4. As mentioned above, many of those who have chosen MAT status and cultivated 

effective collaborative relationships have realised a number of benefits from the process 
including economies of scale, flexibility in staffing arrangements and opportunities for peer-

to-peer support. We also recognise that some early stand-alone academy converters 
experienced difficulties establishing a sustainable model of operations. However, we are 
equally aware that other groups of schools, such as umbrella trusts, federations and other 

less formal groupings of schools have enjoyed similar benefits to MATs. We fail to see why 



these other collaborative options are no longer available to schools and would be grateful if 
members of the Education Committee could raise this issue with the DfE and other officials. 

 
5. Our preference for schools to choose the model of collaboration that is most 
appropriate for their pupils and community, follows reports from school leaders who have 

had MAT status forced upon them and are less than positive about the arrangements. 

 
6. It is widely understood that the move towards mass academisation – particularly the 

compulsion for schools to become MATs, is a major distraction from the core business of 
school improvement. The process of joining or establishing a MAT is widely associated with 

lengthy and costly legal processes, an increase in bureaucracy, job uncertainty and a 
reduction in real-terms school funding. There is a massive cost to this project with millions 
of pounds of tax-payers money being spent to make structural changes to schools, 85% of 

which are already good or outstanding. We fail to see how this offers good value for 
money. 

 
7. Concerns have been expressed about the governance and leadership structures used 
by many MATs. Some MATs maintain individual governing bodies with a degree of 

autonomy, some strip individual governing bodies of any decision-making power. In some 
MATs the head teacher reports to the governing body, in others to an executive Head and 

in others directly to the Board. 

 
8. In some MATs there is a presumption that primary school leaders should be line-

managed by secondary heads and that the leaders of smaller schools should lose their 
head teacher designation altogether and become ‘head of school’. Members in MATs have 

reported requirements to submit business plans to carry out simple tasks, such as painting 
the classroom. In addition, all decisions relating to finance and staffing have had to be 
agreed with the trust before the head teacher could take any action. With such diverse 

models in play, it can become unclear where real accountability lies, for example, who is 
named in a school’s Ofsted report, the head teacher, the executive head teacher or the 

CEO? In our experience, a lack of clarity on governance issues distracts schools from school 
improvement and can result in costly and time-consuming disputes. 

 
9. It is ironic that the greatest area of concern about the proliferation of MATs, is the 
resulting loss of school and school leader autonomy. Despite the rhetoric that surrounds 

the academy programme, joining a MAT is known to result in a loss of individual school 
identity and a reduction in the scope of control for individual school leaders. 

 
10. In this context, few leaders of good and outstanding schools can see the benefit of 
leading or joining a MAT. 

 

11. The issue of accountability in MATs has also been highly contested and is now made 
more complicated by the proposals for all schools to become MATs. NAHT was supportive of 

proposals that Multi Academy Trusts should be inspected as whole organisations and held 
accountable for the performance of all constituent parts. We were disappointed when the 
Secretary of State proposed an alternative model of focused inspections. This 

disappointment changed to concern when reading Sir Michael Wilshaw’s letter to the 
Secretary of State we discovered the large cash reserves that were being built up in some 

MATs and the seemingly excessive payments being made to consultants. However, it is 
hard to see how MAT accountability can be increased, without creating perverse incentives 
for MATs to cherry-pick already successful schools rather than opting to work with schools 

in more challenging circumstances. 
 
12. School leaders in nursery schools, special schools and other forms of alternative 
provision are particularly concerned about the implications for the future of their schools. 



One of the most concerning criticisms of the existing academies programme has been that 
MATs have excluded higher numbers of pupils than LA maintained schools and admitted 
fewer pupils with SEND. In this context, special schools and other alternative providers are 

concerned that, if forced to join existing MATs, they will become little more than receiving 
houses for the pupils other schools in the MAT cannot or will not support. 

 
13. For nursery school leaders, whose schools are not permitted to become academies, 
the white paper proposals signal the end of standalone nursery provision and subsequently 

the end of their careers as school leaders. 

 
14. The expansion of multi-academy trusts has already resulted in a proliferation of new 
roles and responsibilities for the education workforce. Whilst we know that many MATs 
have chosen to follow the guidance set out in the STPCD, others have not. We are 

concerned that the universal academisation programme will have a significant impact on 
pay and conditions across England, potentially resulting in regional variations and 

inequities. 

 
15. Our members in existing MATs are already telling us that they are fearful of being 

pressured to expand too quickly, jeopardising the progress and improvements that they 
have made in recent years. They are concerned new national arrangements will impact on 

their current funding levels and reduce the number of ‘freedoms’ they currently enjoy. 

 
16. Similarly, we know that very rural (and necessary) small schools are feeling 

pressured to rush to join a MAT without having time to consider the best partner for their 
communities. 

 
17. This pressure on schools to enter into formal collaboration in haste is of particular 
concern as, under current arrangements, once a school has entered into a MAT it is 

extremely difficult to leave and certainly impossible to return to stand-alone status. It will 
be vital, if the number of MATs is to increase significantly in a short period of time that exit 

procedures are in place for schools in collaborations that are failing to deliver the intended 
outcomes. 

 
18. Instead of spending the next five years locked in on-going conflict with the 
profession and local communities, NAHT would like to see government focus its attention 

on addressing the system’s most pressing concerns, a shortage of teachers, a shortage of 
pupil places and an assessment system that is in crisis. 

 
19. We would strongly encourage the Education Committee to use future evidence 
sessions with ministers and officials to explore the following: 

 
 Why good and outstanding schools are not able to choose their own collaboration 
models.

 
 Whether the funding to cover the legal conversions will be new money or be drawn 
from the existing school budget, diverting vital funds from the classroom.

 
 What plans are in place to support schools currently trapped in MATs that are failing 

to meet their needs.

 
 How the distinct nature of special and nursery school provision can be protected.

 
 How the system can be protected from regional variations in pay and conditions that 

exacerbate existing recruitment difficulties.



 
20. NAHT would welcome the opportunity to give oral evidence in future sessions on this 
topic. 
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