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Introduction 

Schools are experiencing turbulent times. They are balancing tight finances with 

pressures to deliver improved educational outcomes whilst often having difficulties in 

recruiting teachers. At the same time, the overall structure of the sector is changing. The 

government has set out its objective of supporting maintained schools toward voluntary 

conversion to academy status and building capacity within the system. The government 

has also consulted on proposals to allow existing selective schools to expand and new 

selective schools to open, while making sure they support non-selective schools. 

Proposals also include allowing new faith free schools to select up to 100% of pupils 

based on their faith, while making sure they include pupils from different backgrounds. 

Many maintained schools and academies, therefore, will be, or are already, looking at 

ways to reposition themselves by restructuring in order to address current and future 

challenges. Some examples of restructuring include mergers between single academy 

trusts, a single academy trust joining an existing MAT, or through a maintained school 

converting to a new MAT. 

However, in looking at options, academy trusts and maintained schools must always 

discharge their overriding duty to ensure that a proposed change is in the best interests 

of children and young people.  

The purpose of this bulletin is to explore briefly the benefits that can accrue from such 

restructuring, together with some key factors for ensuring a successful outcome.  

Types of Restructuring 

Governance changes to academy trusts 

The Department for Education (DfE) has set out guidance in relation to restructuring that 

involves governance changes, such as a single academy trust (SAT) to a MAT. A SAT to 

MAT form must be completed for: 

 MATs proposing to take on responsibility for an existing SAT 

 two or more SATs proposing to come together to establish a MAT 

 a SAT proposing to work with other schools to form a MAT 

 a SAT proposing to become a MAT where there are no other schools involved and 

the change does not relate to sponsorship.  

A different process is required for: 

 SATs proposing to establish a MAT to become a sponsor  

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/apply-to-become-a-multi-academy-trust
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/sponsor-an-academy
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 applying to set up a  free school. 

Conversion 

For maintained schools converting to a MAT or joining an existing one, the DfE has set 

out its guidance in Convert to an Academy: Guide for Schools (2016) including advice on 

how to prepare for an application to convert to an academy.  

Full merger  

More unusually, a full merger may take place. Making Significant Changes to an Existing 

Academy: Departmental Advice for Academy Trusts (DfE, March 2016) provides 

guidance on what constitutes a ‘significant change’ to existing arrangements. An 

academy amalgamating or merging with another academy is defined as a ‘significant 

change’ and proposals will require a full business case. This situation is described as 

follows: 

The academy trust must propose to close one (or more) school (terminating the 

funding agreement(s) in the process) and propose to enlarge/change the age 

range/transfer site of an existing academy to accommodate the displaced pupils. 

The remaining academy will retain its school number, as it is not a new school, 

even if its age-range/phase has changed. 

The guidance sets out the process that an academy trust would need to follow and also 

outlines the key components of the business case required.  

A brief summary of key stages prior to making an application for restructuring in respect 

of conversion, SAT to MAT, proposed sponsor and full merger is included in Appendix A 

to this bulletin. The DfE’s guidance on the free school application process includes a 

comprehensive checklist that differentiates between the different types of applicant.  

Following an approval for restructuring, the next major steps will include: 

 developing new MAT funding agreements (master and supplementary if it is a new 

MAT, or an additional supplementary if the trust is joining an existing MAT) 

 agreeing a commercial transfer agreement for existing assets and liabilities 

 changing or creating the Articles of Association for the new or existing MAT 

 establishing new or revised governance arrangements. 

Reasons for Change 

The core reason behind restructuring must be educational and therefore in the best 

interests of the current and future children and young people attending the schools. 

However, a motivation might be strategic. It may be possible to take advantage of 

economies of scale – to merge back-office functions and reduce costs accordingly and 

therefore increase money allocated to educational provision. Examples of areas for 

potential savings include: 

 leadership 

 governance 

 finance systems and function 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/487778/Free_Schools_application_process_-_background_information_and_glossary.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/convert-to-an-academy-information-for-schools/1-before-you-apply
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/504321/Making_significant_changes_to_an_open_academy.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/504321/Making_significant_changes_to_an_open_academy.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/487778/Free_Schools_application_process_-_background_information_and_glossary.pdf
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 HR function 

 costs of supplies/services 

 IT provision and support 

 data and management information provision 

 estates costs 

 contract management 

 professional development. 

Schools’ costs are rising owing to increases in pension and national insurance 

contributions, leading to a cut in real terms. Other future financial pressures may include 

the impact of the apprenticeship levy, the removal of the Education Services Grant and, 

potentially, of the national funding formula. There is also continued pressure on teacher 

recruitment. A MAT might be able to provide greater opportunities for its staff – 

enhanced career progression as well as having an improved ability to attract well-

qualified and experienced teachers. It may help prevent the best teachers from being 

attracted by job possibilities elsewhere. A MAT might therefore have more scope to 

improve its outcomes for a greater number of pupils and to maintain or enhance its 

schools’ position in league tables. A MAT might also assist a trust by enabling it to 

employ or have access to important non-teaching staff such as a finance director or HR 

professional, thereby improving its financial and HR management.  

A MAT could be structured around secondary and primary feeder schools, in which case 

an improved, smoother transition from primary to secondary level may assist 

educational attainment. It may also help in building capacity for growth opportunities 

through economies of scale, which could assist in further protecting and enhancing the 

educational provision of the trust.  

Restructuring can enhance education provision through other means. Good practice can 

be shared more easily. A MAT may be able to maintain course provision or deliver 

greater educational opportunities through providing a wider range of subject areas and 

having greater access to specialist teaching skills. The pupils may have greater access to 

better or different facilities at another site. Facilities might be rearranged in order to 

have ‘dedicated centres’. The MAT might be able to attract greater support from external 

organisations – for example theatre companies. A MAT might encompass a sixth form 

college and diversification might mean a broader umbrella of educational objectives and 

include free schools.  

It is likely that the education sector will need to become more entrepreneurial in its 

approach and diversify income-generating activities in order to support educational 

provision. Some trusts have established trading arms with a view to providing education 

advisory services to other bodies. It will probably be more straightforward for larger 

trusts to explore income-generating opportunities than those with fewer facilities. 

A further motivation might be economic. For example, the costs associated with 

maintaining a single academy may be too high and therefore merger might be the most 

sensible course of action. A successful academy trust may be interested in becoming 

accredited as a sponsor and formally taking on an underperforming school. This may or 

may not attract additional funding through sponsorship capacity grants.  
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Factors Critical to Success  

There are major factors that are critical to achieving a successful restructure, and some 

key considerations are summarised below. 

A clear vision 

Those looking to restructure should have a clear view and understanding of the benefits 

for pupils, staff and the community. It is essential that academy trusts and maintained 

schools are clear about the vision for the MAT and how it fits with their objectives. 

Outcomes focusing on pupils should be defined and agreed. A clear strategy setting out 

how those outcomes will be achieved will also be required.  

Strong leadership and good governance  

Senior staff leading the proposed restructure will need to ensure that governance 

requirements set out by the DfE’s guidance are adhered to and that there is the capacity 

to manage and implement changes. Leadership will need to include capacity for strategic 

thinking and for growth – regarding both the board role and the running of the school – 

whilst not losing sight of quality. There will also need to be capacity for medium-level 

senior staff to be able to fill in when the leadership is called away.  

At the same time, stakeholders will need to be informed regarding how the process is to 

be supported.  

Legal advice regarding the proposed structure for the MAT may be required. This should 

be considered early in the timetable. How the proposed change will affect the governing 

documents of the trust should also be considered well in advance. The implications for 

the governance structure  and scheme of delegation will need to be looked at carefully 

(for example, a change from a free standing trust board to local governing bodies of an 

overarching trust board). To be successful, there must be strong, positive leadership 

that operates in an atmosphere of trust. The future principal or head teacher, and ideally 

most of the senior management team, should be confirmed before the proposal takes 

effect to enable them to start working as a team; to develop their strategy for the new 

trust and begin communicating it to all stakeholders.  

Early consideration for the construction and membership of the trust board and local 

governing body, where appropriate, in order to provide for effective oversight and 

accountability is crucial. It is also helpful in identifying areas where agreement can easily 

be reached and will assist in identifying areas where further negotiation will be needed. 

Roles with regard to decision-making and accountabilities will need to be clear, together 

with the range of knowledge, skills and representation needed for the new structure to 

operate effectively. Thought may need to be given regarding how these skills will be 

acquired where they do not already exist. The impact on the existing committees, such 

as audit and finance, and their membership will also need to be considered.  

Whilst a trust board may be persuaded of the advantages of a particular merger based 

on the individual involvement of key people such as the chair of the trust board and/or 

head teacher, these people may not be involved in the MAT later on and the 

‘organisational fit’ should therefore not be based on the role of these individuals.  

Appropriate training should be provided for trustees and local governing body members 

to ensure that they understand how the governance structure has changed and the 

requirements of their new role. 
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Compatible ethos and values 

It is essential that the right partners are sought. Many MATs focus on a particular 

secondary school(s) and their catchment area, or a particular location. Being in close 

proximity makes it easier to share teaching resources and facilities and build on 

strengths. However, a key factor for success is a compatible ethos, culture and values. 

Therefore, bringing leaders and staff together at an early stage, to share and develop 

values and common ways of working, can help to build effective working relationships. 

Shared values and a similar approach to learning will help ensure that the MAT can 

operate effectively.  

Involved staff 

Senior staff leading the proposal should be open about where their staff fit into the 

vision and encourage them to voice their views and concerns. There will need to be a 

clear process undertaken by human resources to ensure that staff are consulted and 

involved. Where staff are to be transferred, the Transfer of Undertaking Protection of 

Employment Regulations 2006 (TUPE) will apply to all staff on the payroll at the date of 

transfer. Legal advice should be sought regarding the application and details of TUPE. 

Otherwise, the main changes will be to senior leadership and governance; and back 

office staff may be subject to reorganisation as structures are merged. Important 

opportunities for teaching staff may arise.  

The senior leadership teams involved should present a consistent message to staff and 

the community as early as possible in order to keep them engaged. Clarity regarding the 

vision and what it means in practice will help staff to see a role for themselves. 

A robust business case  

The DfE’s guidance on making significant changes to an academy includes advice on 

where a full business case is required and details on what it should include. 

Plans including cost-saving estimates and funds from individual schools (top-slicing) 

must be realistic. Opportunities for collaborative provision of services, including back 

office functions and associated planned savings and other benefits, should be appraised 

carefully. The cost of implementation should not be underestimated, and it can also be a 

long time before real savings are realised.  

Effective communication  

The DfE’s guidance sets out the types of consultation process and discussion required for 

different types of restructuring.  

However, clear and consistent communication with all stakeholders is always important.  

Stakeholders such as staff, learners and the wider community will generally be 

interested in: 

 what the proposal entails  

 timescales, including how the changes will be introduced, eg on a phased basis  

 implications, for example: 

o where cost savings will come from 

o site changes 
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o impact on the curriculum 

o impact on other local schools 

o impact on staff 

o impact on the admissions policy 

 how the process will be managed 

 alternative(s) 

 how communication will be maintained, eg using the school’s website, media and 

meetings following the consultation process, and using joint press releases/letters.  

Stakeholders should be reassured that the proposed restructure will be capable of 

delivering the benefits set out.  

Decision-makers will require clear recommendations regarding the way forward and 

should be allowed sufficient time to consider and debate the advantages and 

disadvantages of the proposal, together with the actions required if it does not go ahead. 

Decisions should be clearly recorded. 

Wide-ranging due diligence 

Due diligence is a process by which a party enquires into the activities of their 

prospective partners in order to ascertain as much as possible about their strengths and 

weaknesses prior to the proposal taking effect. It should identify material issues, both 

financial and otherwise, that the partner should be aware of. It could result in the 

process not proceeding where weaknesses are so significant that they represent a major 

deal breaker. It is therefore helpful if, early on in negotiations, each partner identifies all 

its own weaknesses and strengths for its prospective partner so time is not wasted later 

on. The overriding duty of school governing bodies and trust boards is to protect the 

future education of the children in the school/trust.  

The process will look in detail at specific areas and will also identify issues that will need 

to be resolved, for example: 

 educational performance 

 attendance record 

 behaviour of pupils 

 financial health 

 schemes of delegation to a local governing body 

 condition of the estate 

 staffing  

 potential for duplication of roles 

 differences in terms and conditions of employment 

 pension liabilities 

 assets and equipment to be transferred from the existing academies to the new 

successor body 
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 contractual commitments and contracts required for the continued operation of the 

new academy 

 rights to use existing computer software 

 leases that need to be surrendered or new leases required. 

Effective use of branding  

The name of the reconfigured academy trust should be considered early on and any 

change to it, if appropriate, in the context of branding should be agreed by all parties. In 

some cases it might be important to retain local branding and some operational 

independence. For example, where two single academy trusts are merging, this might be 

facilitated by each school having its own local governing body, thereby helping to ensure 

that local needs are considered and addressed in each school and that the unique 

character of individual schools is retained. 

Efficient planning 

Once approval has been given, operational planning for implementation can commence. 

However, authority to implement decisions only comes into effect after the restructure 

date, which in itself is likely to causes difficulties.  

Stakeholders will need to be informed regarding how the process is to be supported. A 

project steering group is useful for co-ordination purposes, involving members of staff 

and trustees from both partners. Sub-groups may also be required to co-ordinate areas 

such as harmonising financial systems. Stakeholders will need to be reassured that staff 

will be able to continue to focus on teaching. Additional help is very useful; for example, 

an existing MAT might be able to support the process by providing a project manager. A 

clear project plan should be established, setting out a timeline for deliverables, and 

adhered to. A property vision should be established early and communicated to 

stakeholders. 

Risks associated with the proposal need to be identified and managed effectively. For 

example, social and cultural difficulties could have a negative impact on future 

attainment. 

Business and support systems will need to be carefully planned and developed, ensuring 

that they focus on the needs of the new MAT and its information requirements. How the 

accounting systems/chart of accounts will operate together with a realistic plan for 

implementation will need to be considered. There will be a need for consistent and 

coherent management reporting. A joint financial forecast will need to be drawn up. 

New financial documentation, processes and procedures required for the new MAT will 

also need to be dealt with in a timely manner, for example: 

 financial regulations and procedures 

 order forms, invoices, bank accounts 

 payroll function 

 delegated authorities 

 financial controls 

 departmental budgets. 
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Insurance for the MAT will need to be arranged. Also, assurance arrangements including 

the internal audit service and external auditors will be required. 

Detailed consideration of funding 

Any funding mechanism implications will need to be considered. Policies regarding 

individual school reserves, surpluses and deficits should also be reviewed.  MATs are able 

to pool a proportion of the budget from each of their academies in order to fund back 

office functions such as finance and HR (top-slicing). MATs can also choose to vary the 

budget they devolve to each school in order to address specific needs. Arrangements for 

managing any top-sliced elements or cost shares should be agreed in advance.  

Grants are available to help trusts to sponsor other schools in special measures or, in 

some cases, those that are categorised as ‘requires improvement’. 

Regular post-merger review 

It is good practice for the trustees to consider the impact of the change at regular 

intervals to ensure that the defined outcomes have been achieved or are proceeding 

satisfactorily. 

Further Reading 

 Making Significant Changes to an Existing Academy: Departmental Advice for 

Academy Trusts (DfE, March 2016) 

 Convert to an Academy: Guide for Schools (DfE, 2016) 

 Governance in Multi-academy Trusts (National College for Teaching and 

Leadership, 2014) 

 Governance Handbook for Trustees of Academies and Multi-academy Trusts and 

Governors of Maintained Schools (DfE, 2015)  

 The 2013/14 Audit of Coatbridge College: Governance of Severance Arrangements 

(Audit Scotland, 2015)  

  

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/275456/Making_Significant_Changes_to_an_Existing_Academy_Guidance_2016.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/275456/Making_Significant_Changes_to_an_Existing_Academy_Guidance_2016.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/convert-to-an-academy-information-for-schools/1-before-you-apply
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/458632/governance-in-multi-academy-trusts_Sept2015.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/481147/Governance_handbook_November_2015.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/481147/Governance_handbook_November_2015.pdf
http://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/docs/central/2015/s22_150626_coatridge_college.pdf
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Appendix A – Summary of Key Stages 

Conversion SAT to MAT Sponsor Full merger 

 Register 

interest for 

conversion 

with DfE 

(discuss key 

stages with 

project lead) 

 Become 

familiar with  

the Academies 

Financial 

Handbook 

 Consider the 

different types 

of academy 

 Gain 

appropriate 

consents 

 Prepare 

application 

and compile 

information 

that will be 

required, such 

as a list of 

contracts, 

land 

registration 

documents 

and an 

actuarial 

assessment 

 Discuss with 

stakeholders 

including staff 

 Seek legal 

advice  

 Discuss the 

TUPE process 

with staff 

 Complete and 

submit the 

 Contact 

regional schools 

commissioner 

(RSC) 

 Discuss with 

stakeholders 

including staff 

 Consider legal 

implications 

and seek 

appropriate 

advice 

 Establish 

rationale and 

benefits of the 

proposed 

changes 

 Establish the 

proposed 

trust’s 

approach to 

financial 

planning 

 Propose 

governance 

structures for 

the new MAT in 

accordance with 

the DfE’s 

requirements 

 Complete and 

submit the 

application form 

 Notification of 

the decision by 

the RSC 

 Contact RSC 

 Gain 

appropriate 

consents 

(where 

required) 

 Discuss with 

stakeholders 

(where 

required) 

 Establish clear 

idea of what is 

to be achieved 

as a sponsor 

and that there 

is the 

necessary 

expertise/skill

s/knowledge 

to achieve it 

 Complete and 

submit the 

application 

form 

 Notification of 

the decision 

by the RSC 

 Contact DfE 

 Consult with 

stakeholders 

including staff 

 Prepare 

business case 

in accordance 

with DfE 

guidance  

 Submit 

business case 

to the RSC for 

approval  

 Notification of 

the decision 

by the RSC 
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application 

form 

 Notify the 

local authority 

 Notification of 

decision by 

the secretary 

of state 

 

 

 

 


