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1.  Context 

You could be forgiven if you thought you heard the sound of hundreds of palms hitting hundreds of 

faces on May 4th as the Secretary of State for Education addressed the Conference of the National 

Association of Head Teachers (NAHT). For those of you who missed the speech or who are seeking to 

blot out its memory we have reproduced the relevant passages in Appendix A. 

 

Of course, in his first speech to Conference, it was to be expected that the SoS was always likely to 

seek to build bridges with the profession. Considering the opprobrium generated by Nicky Morgan 

by her move towards a fully-academised system, Hinds would have known he was on solid ground 

with this audience with statements that appeared to row back further from that move. 

Notwithstanding this, the transcript of the speech does give encouragement to the academy system. 

However, with the other measures announced in the speech around accountability, this has 

understandably been overlooked by most sources. 

 

So, the new broom at the DfE apparently relaxed at the growth of the academy system and the 

attack dogs of the RSC whipped into submission. You can see why a number of small MAT CEOs 

could be forgiven for heading into the drawing room in search of the brandy and the service 

revolver. Hinds’ comments were not as seismic as Morgan’s, but they will have been leapt on by any 

number of Local Authorities, Headteachers and Governing Bodies who will take them as a new 

mandate for resisting moves to academy status. As a consequence, there is understandable concern 

from a number of our MAT CEO colleagues who think that life has just got that bit harder in relation 

to developing and growing their trusts. Maybe it has, but we think there’s enough nuance in the 

speech and in the wider market to suggest that the academy system will not stagnate. Indeed, we 

picture a scenario whereby the market could actually benefit from the SoS’ statements if MATs react 

to them in the appropriate manner. 

 

Read on… 
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2. Beyond the tipping point 

The academy landscape was not changed fundamentally by Nicky Morgan and Educational 

Excellence Everywhere – in any direction. Since this point and up to the end of December 2017, 

there were over 1,000 applications1 for academy status. During the period Jan-May 2018 an 

additional 290 conversion applications have been made, plus 60 for sponsored academies.  

 

In any case, we would argue that trend-spotters focusing solely on the numbers should take account 

of the wider policy context. With over 2,700 trusts with 10 or fewer schools and over 2,600 trusts 

with five or fewer schools, the appetite for Regional Schools Commissioners to sanction 

establishment/growth of small MATs, with no plans for expansion, has all but disappeared. In 

addition, we have also seen a shift in the type of growth being sanctioned by MATs to the extent 

that we would argue that it would be more palatable for the RSC to sanction a MAT growing from, 

say four to eight schools than from four to five.  

 

There are any number of contextual factors in relating to MAT growth and the language now 

appears to be that of ‘right-sizing’ as opposed to ‘up-sizing’. Notwithstanding this, we see fewer 

people making the case for small (0-4) MATs and many more discussing the merits of 10+. While 

making it hard for new, small MATs to establish may have an impact on the numbers short-term, the 

system will benefit from fewer, bigger MATs who are able to drive the efficiencies that smaller 

organisations cannot. This being the case, expect the number of MAT mergers to continue to rise. 

 

For those already operating autonomously, there is already an awareness that such freedom can 

last as long as it remains financially viable. 

 

 

2.1 Reactance 

Anyone who spends time in the classroom doesn't need lessons in reactance – the propensity to do 

exactly the opposite of what has been asked. Hinds’ more relaxed stance in relation to 

academisation continues the supposedly relaxed theme that grew out of Morgan’s chastening 

experience. While Conservatives and Labour can both justifiably claim credit for the birth of the 

                                                           
1 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/open-academies-and-academy-projects-in-development 
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Academies movement, the rapid expansion in the latter years of the coalition government continued 

to politicise the programme and had proponents and opponents digging into increasingly 

entrenched positions. As the majority of the education sector– or at least, the noisiest part of the 

sector – leans to the left, it’s no surprise that initiatives from the right are treated with suspicion and 

hostility. Therefore, it’s a reasonable position to take to stop banging the drum for academies, as 

those who remain in the maintained sector are likely to be a more concentrated mix of the 

ideologically indisposed. 

 

By dialling back the rhetoric, Hinds may have provided one of the government’s more effective 

advertisements for academy status. Now there appears to be less of a stick being deployed to 

increase the size of the academy sector, senior leaders and governors may be more amenable to 

focus on the carrots. 

 

 

2.2 The pressure of the invisible hand 

If maintained schools and small academy trusts are breathing a sigh of relief following the speech 

from the Minister, they may wish to re-think this position. At a recent Academy Ambassadors event 

ESFA announced that it has devised a tool that can predict when a particular academy trust is likely 

to become unviable – an interesting thought.  

 

Such is the under-development in parts of the system that there are schools who are simply not (or 

simply not able to) produce the level and quality of financial analysis and forecasting that more 

established organisations rely on. This being the case, the gentle yet increasing pressure of funding 

constraints will be felt by some now but for others it will come a sharp shove in the back when the 

money runs out. 

 

We have noticed a significant increase in contacts from SEN schools exploring academy conversion. 

This area of the sector has lagged behind mainstream schools in terms of academisation, for a 

variety of good – and some not so good - reasons. However, it now looks like being the canary in the 

coalmine in relation to funding: the High Needs Block in most LAs is under unprecedented pressure 

and driving economies of scale school-side is one of the remaining levers to be pulled. 
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The National Funding Formula is likely to see a rise in academy conversions and mergers. Sadly, it 

is also likely to see an increase in ‘fire sales’ where schools have to scramble to join a Trust before 

the money runs out. 

 

 

2.3 Lack of Authority 

We were interested to note that local authorities is being asked to play a larger role in relation to 

Wave 13 of the Free Schools Programme and also more generally around new provision. However, 

we don't see this as the clock being turned back in relation to the role of the LA. A number of 

authorities, such as Wandsworth, now have minimal direct responsibility for running schools; some 

of these have well-developed traded services offers whilst others have largely removed themselves 

from this market. Conversely, there are notable examples, such as Derbyshire, where the LA retains 

hegemony over the majority of schools.  

 

Between these two stools are a number of LAs which are struggling to provide services to the 

remaining schools from budgets that are a real-terms fraction of what they were even five years ago. 

Many LA education departments are staffed by interims and a school can seek advice from someone 

only to find the following day that they’re no longer with the organisation or have been transferred. 

 

Despite a number of failed (and some ongoing) attempts to form LA MATs, this route is still currently 

blocked. As with MATs, Local Authorities have seen the writing on the wall and are mainly are now 

buying services from others and/or combining functions to a greater or lesser level of success. 

Achieving for Children is an interesting model to consider. Born out of the original merger between 

Kingston and Richmond Local Authorities’ Children’s Services Departments, it has become a 

significant player since establishing a Community Interest Company (CIC) and providing services to 

other LAs. The Tri-Borough partnership of Hammersmith & Fulham, Kensington and Chelsea and 

Westminster Councils is also worthy of note for different reasons. 

 

While the position of LAs as commissioners of new schools has been strengthened in most regions, 

the services they provide to schools is a shadow of what is was, leading to considerable opt outs 

from schools who cannot get the services they require or can get the better, cheaper. 
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2.4 The numbers game 

The precise make up and size of trusts has, and continues to be, a matter of much debate. 

Comments from Academies Minister Lord Agnew in November 20172 suggested a figure of 12-20 

schools as a minimum for a ‘viable’ academy trust. This was a significant increase from the original 

statements made by Sir David Carter, the National Schools Commissioner, shortly after this 

appointment who suggested a minimum size for a trust at 1,200 pupils3 and stated that pupil 

numbers, not number of schools was a more helpful measure. All of these figures are dwarfed by Jon 

Coles’ statements from his position as CEO of United Learning4 which suggested that 20 schools is 

too small to realise the benefits of the MAT structure. 

 

None of the methodologies for calculating viability are without significant shortcomings. Whilst any 

count based on pupil numbers is likely to hold little fear for secondary schools which may exceed 

these numbers on their own, trusts focused on primary, SEN or Alternative Provision are likely to 

shrug at the impossibility. Similarly, there are trusts for whom simple geography – those in coastal 

locations like north Norfolk, or those in very rural counties such as Herefordshire – limits 

straightforward growth in local hubs. Schools in such positions are likely to be watching 

pronouncements from RSCs as closely as actual legislation.  

 

RSCs are taking an ever more critical eye on applications for MAT and Sponsor status and we are a 

world away from the historic position where organisations either didn't need to apply or had the 

rubberiest of stamps applied.  

 

In our experience, as a small trust, you're more likely to get traction in an area where the academy 

programme still has a way to go to reach the national average. As you may expect, while the RSC 

may be keen, you may not have the red carpet rolled out by other stakeholders. 

  

                                                           
2http://schoolsweek.co.uk/academy-boss-20-schools-is-too-small-for-a-multi-academy-trust/ 
3https://www.tes.com/news/school-news/breaking-news/englands-schools-tsar-expands-his-vision-14-new-things-we-learned-sir 
4 https://schoolsweek.co.uk/academy-boss-20-schools-is-too-small-for-a-multi-academy-trust/ 
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2.5 Regional accents 

One of the frustrations we find working nationally is the disparity in the guidance from one region to 

the next. What is a hard and fast rule in one area appears to be an aspiration in another. Again, we 

attribute this to the challenges facing each region and for some areas having RSCs with the longevity 

of a WWII bomber crew. It is also true that in an educational environment which isn’t likely to see 

any primary legislation passed this parliament, a focus on process without policy is likely to lead to 

these kinds of disparities. 

 

While the lack of joined up thinking can be painful, it also presents opportunities as those trusts 

with reach over a number of regions may be able to adjust their compasses and get better results 

– especially if you know a good lawyer… 

 

 

2.6 You’ll be hearing from our lawyers… 

As seagulls follow trawlers, so you will find lawyers following uncertainty, and in the current 

education landscape there’s plenty of uncertainty to go around. The fundamental flaw/opportunity 

in education since the Academies Act 2010 is that very little of meaning has been committed to 

paper. While this can be hugely frustrating when decisions appeared to be arbitrary or pre-

meditated, it also means that there is seldom any firm policy, legal or legislative basis on which a 

decision has been made. Enter the lawyers! A number of our clients have become so disillusioned 

with the status quo that if their first call is to us to do some due diligence or to project manage a 

conversion, the second call is to their lawyers to make sure that the right decision is made at the 

next Headteacher’s Board. Of course, education has been getting more litigious for a while and when 

you see Ofsted in the dock, you know that this approach is becoming more mainsream. 

 

We don't ever see a time where we would advocate our clients spending money that could be 

spent on education on instructing lawyers. However, we also feel their pain when soundly argued 

and community-focused projects are delayed or refused for some head-scratchingly odd or 

opaque reasons.  
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3. Development in an Age of Uncertainty 

For smaller academy trusts, development has always been a struggle as it competes for resource 

with other business critical functions. The post of Development Director is an important hire but will 

normally be prioritised below that of CEO, Finance Director and Education Director.  

 

Aspects of the development cycle can be contracted out but without concerted effort from senior 

leaders in the organisation, growth will always be a slow process. Our experience to date tells us that 

while many trusts have plans for what they would like to do, these often stay stubbornly at the 

bottom of the ‘to do’ list owing to lack of organisational capacity and capability that can be 

dedicated to what needs to be done, when it needs to be done. 

 

 

3.1 Strategy 

Should MATs at different sizes look to adjust their development strategies in light of Hinds’ 

comments? The obvious starting point for this question would be to review how the Trust 

approaches schools in respect of the SoS’ comments around RI schools. Senior leaders in these 

organisations are going to feel that they have a little more time to sort out their own travails. In the 

past, the process may have seemed more like a shotgun wedding to avoid an arranged marriage. 

Going forward, a longer and more gentle courtship is likely to be the order of the day. 

 

Having reviewed a range of strategies in MATs we know that development strategies do exist and 

some of them are highly developed and effective. Where this is the case, it is likely that they are also 

integrated with an overall business plan and that therefore trust leaders have a comprehensive 

overview of their aims and projections for the trust. However, where plans are less developed or less 

concrete, there is often little integration between financial planning and growth planning. This can 

lead to issues with finance and, critically, with capacity, and addressing this must therefore be a key 

priority for any Trust seeking to grow. 
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3.2 Offer 

Is your offer fit for purpose to support development and how do you know? You can pick your own 

analogy as many fit – our favourite is buying a house.  

 

One is able to compare size, location, number of rooms and many other things in the estate agent’s 

window/website. However, anyone has bought a house will know that the transaction is as much 

emotional as it is financial. If this were not the case, no-one would be baking bread or brewing 

coffee prior to showing you around. So it is for schools. See if you recognise any of these: 

 

Trust A will tell you in excruciating detail about what you need to do to become an academy with 

helpful links to DfE process documents etc. It will not tell you why you should become an academy, 

let alone joining this MAT.  

 

Trust B will tell you that you get 2.5 days per term of a school improvement advisor, a central 

finance team, 1 day’s CPD, a paperclip audit and grass cut to 1.5 inches every two weeks. Granular 

detail is great – when it's needed. If one is browsing the estate agent’s window it’s not the colour of 

the bedroom curtains that’s likely to capture the attention. 

 

Trust C is Outstanding. It has Outstanding outcomes, Outstanding teaching, an Outstanding 

curriculum, Outstanding enrichment activities, Outstanding central services, Outstanding dinners 

and Outstanding car parking. The CEO scratches their head and wonders why the phone isn't ringing 

off the hook from other Outstanding schools want to be part of this Outstanding setup. On the other 

side of town, the Outstanding school’s Headteacher crosses Trust C off the list of potential partners 

on the basis that their own performance is extremely strong and they don’t wish to compromise 

their approach. 

 

Many schools in the maintained sector or looking to extricate themselves from their current 

academy arrangements are nervous; in some instances, they’re feeling preyed upon. It is refreshing 

for such schools to see what a trust would offer and why. It is amazing when that Trust is reflective 

enough to recognise that it needs to build capacity in certain areas – a secondary school looking to 

work with primary schools to improve transitions, a mainstream school looking to join with SEND 
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schools to better serve its community of learners, two schools using different approaches to using 

pupil premium funding seeking to learn from each other. 

 

Having a plan is great, having a plan and an offer is better, but only if you're offering something that 

people are prepared to engage with. If not, it’s back to the phone not ringing or any number of 

disappointing first dates that don't go anywhere. 

 

 

3.3 Identification and Engagement 

How are you getting your message across to potential joiners? 

 

Before a trust goes out to engage with potential joiners, it needs to identify them. This is not a 

straightforward ‘numbers game’, nor is it simply a matter of drawing a radius around a school as an 

area to focus on. When PAG works with clients on identification, we use a matrix of 20 key factors 

(ranging from geographical location to religious designation to financial health) to identify, select 

and prioritise potential joiners. In so doing, our clients are able to feed a ranked list of potential 

joiners into their communication plans, thereby saving time and effort. 

 

Any approach to schools needs to be made with emotional intelligence. Simply picking up the phone 

without research or sending out the same blanket email to everyone within a five mile radius is 

unlikely to have the desired result. Trusts need to ensure that they are making targeted approaches 

which take into account the circumstances of specific schools – educational, financial and emotional. 

Some schools are suspicious of academisation; others are scarred by a previous bad experience; 

others may be a way down the line in their discussions with a competitor. It is critical to make 

approaches which take all of these factors into account to avoid silly misunderstandings which can 

sour what would otherwise have been positive conversations. 
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3.4 Due Diligence 

Are you looking beyond the numbers and what will you do with what you find? 

 

Once the initial discussions are over and the potential joiner has confirmed their interest, due 

diligence is critical. This is, however, a phrase which means very different things to different people. 

For some, due diligence has been a brief experience: an examination of a SAT’s audited accounts by 

the financial advisory, some visits by the Headteachers to each other’s schools, and an agreement 

between governing bodies to push forward. For others, it is an in-depth process of educational and 

financial investigation which lasts for months and may still result in no agreement.  

 

Both of these models have virtues and, while we wouldn’t subscribe to an entirely light-touch 

approach, these and the shades of grey in between are appropriate for different circumstances. 

Trusts should both develop or buy in a standard due diligence process (which should have variations 

for e.g. converter or sponsored academies) and be prepared to flex around the individual 

circumstances of joiner schools.  

 

Preserving capacity is vital during this phase. We are all aware of senior leaders run ragged by 

combining the day job with the task of supporting another school which has slipped into a Category. 

Wherever possible, funding should be sought from the LA or DfE to support the due diligence 

process; this is typical for schools which are RI or SM, but not so for schools performing well. It is 

wise to keep a weather eye on the timing of Ofsted inspections for potential joiners, in case acting 

quickly or delaying slightly might have a big impact on funding available and thus capacity to 

perform successful due diligence. 

 

Trusts should also remember that due diligence happens both ways. Just as a candidate for a job 

should remember that they are also interviewing the company, trusts must bear in mind that 

throughout this entire process the potential joiner is judging them as a suitable home for their 

schools and, by extension, their pupils. Both sides should act with honesty and good will and put 

their best foot forwards. 
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3.5 Onboarding and Review 

How was it for you? Did we do what we said? 

 

If all is well following due diligence, the joiner school will be ready to move forward with the formal 

aspects of joining the trust. The academy conversion process is now an extremely well-trodden path, 

and mergers between SATs or MATs with other MATs is becoming increasingly so. The roles of legal 

advisers and project managers in this process are well-defined and trusts are becoming increasingly 

experienced at running processes themselves. 

 

The neglected element of this process, perhaps, is the emotional side. Once a school has been – 

more or less amiably, more or less efficiently – taken over by a trust, there is likely to be some 

emotional fall out amongst the leadership team, staff and community. In some cases – as in a variety 

of east London boroughs recently – this is dramatic; in other cases, extremely minimal. Trusts should 

ensure that they maintain the same level of high-quality communication, conducted with integrity, 

throughout the formal process as they have done during the wooing. Not only will this be most 

efficient in terms of avoiding fall out and retrograde work, but it will ensure that the trust’s 

processes are informed by honest feedback, given in a spirit of collaboration, which improves those 

processes for the future. 
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4. Where to now? 

 
As discussed, we don’t actually see too much needing to change in reaction to the latest 

pronouncements from the Secretary of State. However, we believe that in the continuing absence of 

clear policy direction and written guidance there needs to be refinement of the strategic approach 

from MATs - irrespective of the latest news article or speech. 

 

When a Trust reaches a critical mass the task of development is likely to have a distinct owner. While 

all the points we make above still remain true, there is a dedicated head to bang against many walls. 

Surely it’s better to be knocking on open doors? For those trusts without the dedicate resource, 

every conversation needs to have a purpose and every engagement needs to have a fair chance of 

paying off. Our approach, reproduced in Appendix B isn't rocket science by any stretch of the 

imagination. It does however sit out of reach of many trusts as they remain in the ‘poverty trap’ of 

being too small to dedicate resource which then effects speed and trajectory of growth. 

 

We’d love to hear your experiences and share more of ours… 

 

Tom Legge 

Managing Director, Premier Advisory Group 

e: tom@premieradvisory.co.uk 

m: 07951 858666 
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Appendix A – Excerpts from Damian Hinds’ speech to NAHT 

 

“Confusion about the different actors within the system…who has the power to do what and on what 

basis, the exact circumstances that could lead to enforced structural or leadership change at a 

school. All of this means that the spectre of our accountability system can loom large over schools.” 

“Fear of inspection. Fear of a single set of bad results. Fear of being forcibly turned into an academy 

– all of this can create stress and anxiety, and that can percolate through the staff.” 

 “We will, of course, take action where a school is failing – on those rare occasions where, frankly, the 

leadership isn’t there to make the improvements needed then we must act decisively and make 

structural change where it’s necessary. But these are the measures of last resort – and I believe every 

school must be absolutely clear on the rare circumstances when this would happen – and when it 

wouldn’t.” 

“So I want to move to a system where, when it comes to educational underperformance, we only 

enforce academy conversion, leadership change or changing the trust a school is part of when there 

has been an Ofsted Inadequate judgement. So that means we will not be forcibly turning schools into 

academies unless there is that judgement.” 

“Now, I firmly believe that becoming an academy can bring enormous benefits to schools and their 

pupils. Increasingly, becoming an academy also means schools coming together in a Multi Academy 

Trust, sharing expertise, working collaboratively, driving improvements. Hundreds of schools every 

year voluntarily choose that route – to become an academy and join a Multi Academy Trust. And I 

want this to be a positive choice for more and more schools.” 

“So I want to move away from forced academisation being seen as this punitive threat that can also 

hang over schools that are not failing.” 
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Appendix B – PAG MAT Development Process 
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Appendix C – About the Contributors 

 

Name:   Tom Legge 

Role:  Managing Director 

Tom was part of the initial team who developed Premier Advisory Group’s approach to supporting 

trust development. He led the initial engagement and research with existing trust CEOs and school 

leaders to identify and quantify the challenges inherent in strategic growth. This work has been 

further informed through Tom’s position as trustee with responsibility for development in a small 

academy trust in the Midlands. 

 

Tom is one of the most experienced consultants working with schools today. Since the passing of the 

Academies Act in 2010, his major focus has been on working with schools and academy trusts to 

develop strategies which will allow them to deliver the best outcomes for children. 

 

• Organic growth – Tom has been instrumental in work with over 100 trusts to deliver new 

school places across phases and specialisms via the national Free Schools Programme and 

various local authority competitions. Tom was Project Director for two of the first Free 

Schools in 2011 and has successfully opened multiple schools in every wave since. Every 

school Tom has worked with has been graded Good or Outstanding at its first Ofsted 

inspection. 

• Organisational review – Tom works with a wide range of schools and trusts to review their 

operational delivery and ensure that it is fit for purpose. From leading financial health checks 

through procurement reviews to trust wide ‘deep dive’ reviews of support functions, Tom 

has helped ensure that organisations become, and remain, fit for purpose to meet the 

challenges of the system. 

• Strategic growth – Prior to and concurrent with the development of the PAG model for trust 

development, Tom has supported schools in converting to academy status, forming multi 

academy trusts and sustainably growing (or on occasions reducing) their provision for the 

benefit of learners and the wider community 

 

Tom has a deep and ongoing commitment to the state education sector and continues to serve both 
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as MAT trustee and the Chair of the Local Governing Body of a local primary school.  

http://www.premieradvisory.co.uk/


 
Academy Trust Development 
June 2018 
 

 
Eastlands Court Business Centre, St Peter’s Road, Rugby, Warwickshire CV21 3QP 

0345 459 7600 | hello@premieradvisory.co.uk | premieradvisory.co.uk 
© Premier Advisory Group 2018, All Rights Reserved 

19 

Name:   Charlotte Pearce Cornish 

Role:  Client Director 

Charlotte was responsible for developing the PAG model for engagement with schools wishing to 

join a multi academy trust. This involved working with our research and project management teams 

to produce a seamless process to identify and engage with prospect schools. This work has been 

informed by her work with trusts who have been frustrated by the lack of growth for their own 

organisations and with schools who have found the current mechanisms for finding suitable partners 

wanting. 

 

Charlotte has worked at the forefront of education policy and delivery since graduating with a first-

class honours degree from Cambridge University in 2010. She joined the New Schools Network (NSN) 

as an Advisor directly from University and was instrumental in establishing NSN’s development 

programme, working with newly formed academy trusts on their plans to open new provision. Prior 

to leaving NSN, Charlotte worked with the DfE and SEN schools to develop specific criteria to 

facilitate the successful opening of new SEND schools. 

 

 

On leaving NSN, Charlotte worked directly for schools and academies looking to establish and grow 

during the height of the expansion of the academies programme. Responsible for drafting policy and 

liaison with the Department for Education, she has worked directly with 150 academy trusts across 

all phases and specialisms. Her work included academy conversion and sponsorship projects and a 

successful period as the in-house project manager for a multi academy trust where she oversaw a 

period of rapid, managed expansion. Charlotte joined PAG to head up project and client relationship 

management. She works with her fellow directors to deliver a range of projects ranging from 

academy conversions, free school pre-application and pre-opening projects, to strategic reviews of 

MAT operations. 

 

Charlotte has been praised for her attention to detail and her ability to help schools think through 

complex issues using her first-hand experience and examples of best practice from across the school 

estate. She maintains close relationships with the Education Funding Agency through ongoing 

strategic advisory work in capital programmes. 

 

http://www.premieradvisory.co.uk/


 
Academy Trust Development 
June 2018 
 

 
Eastlands Court Business Centre, St Peter’s Road, Rugby, Warwickshire CV21 3QP 

0345 459 7600 | hello@premieradvisory.co.uk | premieradvisory.co.uk 
© Premier Advisory Group 2018, All Rights Reserved 

20 

Name:   Keith Warburton 

Role:  Education Director 

Keith led on all the educational aspects of PAG’s development of the trust development approach. 

This included ensuring that our research could clearly identify and quantify the ‘fit’ between trusts 

and schools wishing to join them. Prior to this, Keith helped develop the education aspects of PAG’s 

proprietary approach to school-focused due diligence. 

 

Keith is a highly-experienced education consultant with a track record spanning Early Years to Higher 

Education. He has worked as an education adviser/consultant with a large number of schools, 

academies and local authorities and been praised for the clarity of his advice and his attention to 

detail. Keith has also been advisor to the Department for Education and was for many years 

a Principal Lecturer in Education at the University of Wolverhampton, School of Education. 

 

Keith has an extensive knowledge and understanding of the operations of schools, academies, and 

multi academy trusts. This has been gained over more than 35 years working in education, including 

all types of schools, local authorities, and universities. During this time, he has worked as an 

education advisor and broker with the DfE where he advised schools and academies on a range of 

matters including school improvement and leadership and management. During his time with the 

DfE, Keith was also responsible for the assessment of free school applications from an educational 

perspective. He also worked with groups during the pre-opening phase as a DfE education advisor, 

carrying on this work into the post-opening DfE assessment visits. Keith is also a trustee of the 

Learning Today Leading Tomorrow Trust, and so has up to date first-hand experience of how a MAT 

can grow whilst also ensuring that it has the capacity and capability to continually improve the 

quality of teaching and learning and raise standards in the schools across the MAT. 

 

Keith brings an unrivalled set of skills and a comprehensive knowledge and understanding of schools, 

academies, and MATs which will be of immense benefit to colleagues as they consider ways in which 

they might grow. These skills, knowledge and understanding will be combined with an approach 

which provides the appropriate degree of support and challenge taking account of the specific 

context. 
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Name:   David Noble  

Role:  Research Director  

During the inception of the PAG trust development process, David developed two distinct elements 

of work. Firstly, David designed and tested the ‘Selection’ methodology to ensure that PAG can 

identify appropriate schools which match with the criteria identified by a trust. This work included 

sophisticated analytics to find appropriate weightings to provide as close a match as possible to the 

client’s requirements. David then worked with our client relationship team to refine the 

‘Engagement’ phase with schools to ensure that they are able to clearly understand why they have 

been contacted even while our client’s identity remains confidential. He has also supported the 

development of PAG’s professional due diligence process which will help to ensure that all parties 

involved have a very good knowledge and understanding of all the relevant issues before any final 

decisions are made. David has extensive experience of managing and working with research and 

customer engagement teams. Since 2003, he has managed and delivered a ranged of projects that 

have required direct contact with schools, Headteachers and other senior stakeholders. David has 

pioneered a number of approaches which bring together myriad stands of government data and 

enables efficient and accurate analysis that in turn helps deliver strategy. 

 

David is also a MAT trustee and so has up to date first-hand experience of how a trust can grow 

whilst also ensuring that it has the capacity and capability to continually improve the quality of 

teaching and learning and raise standards in the schools across the MAT. In particular, he has 

brought his considerable experience in early years’ education to help broker successful partnership 

arrangements with private sector providers. 

 

David’s work provides a secure foundation on which trusts’ senior leaders, including trustees, can 

build, in order to identify and then implement specific actions which will help the trust grow in a 

sustainable and measured way. Such an approach contributes to senior leaders having the 

confidence that identified ways forward are founded on secure evidence. Moreover, in situations 

where there may be vigorous debate as to what the ways forward should be, this secure evidence 

will be invaluable in order to demonstrate full accountability for all involved in the decision-making 

process.  
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Name:   Bernard Abrams 

Role:  Associate Director 

Bernard has extensive experience in education consultancy and training roles spanning three 

decades. Following a successful career in teaching, lecturing and school leadership, Bernard has 

worked in many policy areas at national level, including 12 years’ experience as an Ofsted Inspector. 

He was an assessor and moderator for the School Improvement Partner programme operated by the 

National College on behalf of National Strategies, where his involvement began with the first cohort 

and continued through Primary and Secondary SIP accreditations, culminating with the London 

Challenge Adviser cadre. He was an accredited SSAT consultant for 15 years and in conjunction with 

his Ofsted role he was attached to HMI for a review of high-performing specialist schools.  

 

Bernard has an impressive track record of successful school improvement support which includes 

working with Lady Marie Stubbs and Sean Devlin at St George’s Catholic School, Maida Vale, when it 

was placed in Special Measures following the tragic loss of headteacher Philip Lawrence. Most 

recently he supported the SLT and governors of three newly opened Free Schools, all of which 

achieved Good (with Outstanding features) or Outstanding at their first full Section 5 inspection. 

During seven years as Education Director for an education consultancy he worked within the 

Academies, BSF and Free Schools programmes, completing many tens of assignments assisting 

proposers with Free School applications followed by progression through the pre-opening phase. 

Bernard has experience and expertise across curriculum development, school finance, education ICT 

(including as a former BECTA registered adviser) and education aspects of design from 

accommodation schedules to schematics. Client feedback has praised him for ‘communication skills 

of the highest order’; his work in support of Free School applications has been described as ‘prolific’. 

 

Bernard has maintained direct contact with teaching and learning since graduating from Cambridge 

(Natural Sciences). Following a period of research, when he was a Supervisor to students at Queens’ 

College and a University Demonstrator, he achieved a PGCE with distinction in the University’s 

Department of Education. Bernard is a former school governor, former Member of the CfBT 

Education Trust and a current Member of a small multi academy trust. 
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