STAR MAT Consultation Report I – January 19 2018
As the consultation period draws to a close, the heads and governing bodies have suggested that it
would be helpful for parents, carers, staff and the wider community to be aware of the responses so
far, particularly of any concerns or questions that were being raised. Although a significant majority
of the responses so far have been supportive of the proposals, a smaller number of respondents are
clearly not, and have expressed some concerns and reservations about them. The most commonly
asked questions – and challenges – related to: rationale; the ‘church articles; accountability,
governance and leadership; and the fears that academies could be prone to failure. The latter
concern was linked to recent highly-publicised cases of academy chains which have been dissolved.
A further report (STAR MAT Consultation Report II) will be issued on some of the more
straightforward factual questions that have been asked.
Rationale – why are the schools considering setting up a multi-academy trust (MAT)?







The schools are already good and outstanding – why change?
What are the risks of not converting to academies as opposed to doing so?
Why is the multi-academy trust going to amalgamate schools from different areas?
How will pupils benefit from these changes?
What’s the evidence that academies perform better than LA schools?
What will happen to schools in the STAR Alliance who do not join the MAT?

Heads and governing bodies have been considering academisation for over two years, taking into
account the national educational and political context, and what they judge to be best for their
pupils and students. In doing so, they have been building on a very strong, high trust collaboration
through the STAR Alliance which has had very significant benefits in terms of school improvement,
teaching and learning strategies, and shared approaches, for example teacher training. The focus on
the STAR MAT will be on sustaining and improving schools in our communities, and not on taking
responsibility for other, more distant schools that have no links with us and which could jeopardise
our current partnerships.
There is risk involved in changing status from being a group of single LA maintained community or CE
schools to becoming a multi-academy trust, but because there is already a strong partnership based
on shared values and close geographical location, the judgement of leaders and governors is that the
schools can become more sustainable, viable and effective if they formalise the partnership. This
would also minimise the risk of any school which became vulnerable (eg through a very negative
Ofsted judgement) being ordered by the DfE to join another academy chain which might not be
based in our communities.
The schools are not being ‘amalgamated’, but strengthening their partnership in a stronger, more
accountable governance structure. School leaders and governors do not regard the schools as being
from ‘different areas’, but drawn from a geographical locality which has already enabled them to
collaborate effectively. There is now very strong evidence that school collaboration, supported by
formal governance arrangements, does have a beneficial effect on pupil outcomes, but it is true that

just by becoming an academy does not necessarily guarantee a school will continue to improve:
however, the multi-academy model can more easily lead to closer integration, greater economies of
scale and better value approaches to sharing services. The STAR Teaching School Alliance will
continue as before, underpinned by the Teaching School and the existing good relations between all
of the schools, irrespective of whether they become members of the STAR MAT.
Becoming a multi-academy trust under ‘church articles’ of association



Why should the multi-academy trust be governed under Church of England arrangements
when the majority of pupils are in community schools?
What guarantees are there that the community schools will preserve their ethos?

The decision to become a MAT under ‘church articles’ was not one which was taken lightly, and was
based on the commitment that the MAT should be as inclusive as possible and involve both CE and
community schools that wished to join, and in order to deliver on our principles of strengthening the
bonds between existing STAR Alliance schools. The national agreement between the DfE and The
Church of England is that the Christian ethos of CE schools will be protected in a ‘mixed MAT’ by
having ‘Members’ (see below) who are nominated by the Diocese. There is no intention to
undermine the ethos of community schools within the MAT, which will be guaranteed by the objects
of the company as set out in the Articles of Association, an ethos deed of undertaking signed by all
Members and Trustees to preserve the Christian character of Church schools and the community
ethos of community schools in equal measure, and the fact that the initial Articles of Association and
any subsequent changes have to receive DfE approval. There are already a number of similar MATs
in our area which have several community schools but operate under ‘church articles’. (Examples
are the Elevate MAT in Knaresborough, Yorkshire Causeway MAT in Harrogate, and the more local
Pathfinder and Ebor MATs.) The Diocese of York is explicit in underlining that this approach is not
about extending influence and control, but supporting their schools in being able to work effectively
around school improvement and sustainability. There are a high number of community schools in
these MATs, in some cases outnumbering the church academies. Although the
Accountability, governance and leadership







The local authority is better placed to provide the strategic, governance, employment and
funding framework for schools; will setting up a multi-academy trust remove local
accountability?
How will the Members and Trustees be chosen, and how can we be sure that, as volunteers,
they will ensure the multi-academy trust is well-governed?
How much influence will local governing bodies have in a multi-academy trust?
How will the Chief Education Officer be appointed? How will the MAT ensure that there is
not an additional layer of expensive ‘management’?
How will funding be distributed across the MAT? Will it be fair?

The STAR MAT will continue to work closely with the local authority, which has been supportive of
the schools in negotiating how they might work together in future. However, the MAT can create
stronger local and more responsive accountability by drawing its trustees from the communities the

schools serve, based on their skills, experience and qualities and ensuring their focus is very much on
the specific needs of our schools, children and young people. Three of the ‘Members’ are
nominated by the Diocese of York, based on their experience of school governance, education and
company law, while two have been approached by us on the basis of their experience as a senior
local authority education officer and third sector work respectively. (The Diocese of York has moved
significantly from the ‘pure’ majority governance mixed MAT Articles of Association by not requiring
a mandate to appoint a majority of Foundation Trustees on the Trust Board but rather to work with
those establishing the MAT to find the people with the right skills for the individual locality and then
to work with them to ensure that all schools within the Trust flourish, be they church or community
schools. The Diocese only appoints one trustee to be the voice of, and support for, the church
schools if needed.)
A further nine potential trustees have been approached through governing bodies and local
contacts, again based on their skills and experience: they collectively have very substantial
experience in areas of expertise (education, the law, financial management, business and
commerce, project management, HR, etc.), as well as school governance. These are essential skills
for successful governance of a multi-academy trust.
DfE guidance is very rigorous and robust in terms of academy governance, and has become more so
in the light of recent concerns about some academy chains. Trustees (and members) are not paid,
but will receive training and support in helping them understand their roles and responsibilities,
underpinned by the seven principles of public life: selflessness; integrity; objectivity; accountability;
openness; honesty; and leadership. The MAT website will have very transparent and publicly
available information about trustees’ declarations of interests, their experience, attendance at
meetings etc, and there is now rigorous auditing of not only academy financial arrangements, but
also governance.
Local governing bodies, with their headteachers, will still continue to oversee and lead the running
and day-to-day operation of schools, as they do now, but will be accountable to the MAT Board
rather than to the local authority. They will continue to have staff and parent representation. The
STAR MAT will operate on the principle of ‘earned autonomy’, where successful schools have very
highly delegated powers to make their own decisions. Where schools are at risk of becoming
vulnerable, however, the MAT Board will provide more challenge, as well as support, to ensure that
the school is secure. The Chairs of Governors’ group will be an important part of the MAT framework
to ensure there is good two-way dialogue between the Board and local governing bodies.
The Chief Education Officer (CEO) will be appointed by the Trust Board through a transparent
recruitment process, initially on an interim basis during the transition period in becoming a fullyfledged MAT. The opportunity for applying for the post will be open to heads within the STAR MAT
in the first instance. It is possible that the CEO will combine this role with headship, provided that
the MAT Board and local governing body are confident that both roles can be undertaken
simultaneously, and that the individual school leadership arrangements are strengthened to enable
the CEO to have the capacity to concentrate on the new challenges of establishing the MAT
successfully. However, the STAR MAT would be a large organisation, and the expectation is that,
over time, the CEO role would be a full-time one.

The Trust Board will decide on the CEO salary range, taking independent HR advice. The salary will
reflect the challenges and accountability of the post, but there is no intention to create an expensive
management hierarchy. In common with the respondents who raised the issue of salaries, heads
and governing bodies share the view that it would be wrong, unnecessary and unaffordable to
replicate the leadership and salary structures of those academy chains which have come to popular
attention.
Heads and governing bodies are confident that the skills and talents of staff within the schools will
enable them to take on many of the MAT-wide services and functions that are currently provided
externally to individual schools.
In a multi-academy trust such as the one that is being proposed, typically about 5% of the total MAT
budget is used to provide the central and shared services which will support the effective trust-wide
operations on behalf of all of the schools. This broadly corresponds to the amount that funds central
and shared services (eg provided by the local authority) anyway, so individual school budgets remain
broadly comparable. The detailed arrangements would be agreed between schools and the Board,
but the process would be fair and transparent. The intention is that a larger proportion of the
individual school budget would be spent on teaching and learning, enabling great economies of scale
and better value arrangements to be achieved on other functions. The MAT will receive a small
amount of additional funding that would otherwise stay with the local authority (de-delegated
funding), but academies are no longer funded on a preferential basis as was the case some years
ago. There is much more of a ‘level playing field’ now.
What will happen if the multi-academy trust fails?



If a school in the MAT gets into difficulties, would it be taken over by another MAT?
There are examples of multi-academy trusts in the region which, for a range of reasons, have
failed. How will the MAT guarantee sound financial and overall management to prevent
this happening? Can a MAT go bankrupt?

If a school in the MAT becomes vulnerable, the MAT is responsible for supporting it. If a local
authority school becomes vulnerable, it can be given an academy order and directed to join an
existing multi-academy trust or chain. If the MAT itself gets into difficulties, then it is possible that it
could be merged with another multi-academy trust. However, the likelihood of this happening is
remote, given that our partnership is based on strong shared values, geographical proximity, and a
successful history of effective collaborative working. There is no intention to ‘over-stretch’ the MAT
by taking on schools outside our locality which would drain our resources and capacity. The rigour,
checks and balances in our accountability and governance model will underpin sound financial
management. The Education and Skills Funding Agency (ESFA), the public body which oversees
academy finances, would work closely with a MAT which is at risk, by applying a Financial Notice to
Improve, enabling them to exercise close scrutiny of financial planning and ensure that it remains
viable.
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