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Chapter 1 

High-quality trusts 
and the wider 
school system 

This chapter covers: 



https://www.nga.org.uk/mats-moving-forward
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/opportunity-for-all-strong-schools-with-great-teachers-for-your-child
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1168113/Commissioning_High-Quality-Trusts_July_2023.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/academies-regulatory-and-commissioning-review


CHAPTER 1 

There are likely to be a number of motivating factors for 

schools deciding the right time to join or form a trust. The 

case for a fully trust-led system, published alongside the 

2022 Opportunity for All white paper, may be useful to 

refer to. Regardless of the motivation behind whom to join 

�â�W�Á�R�j�e�W�Á�e�W�µ�e�Á�R�2�e�#�2�z�2���Á�µ�e�J�†�­�e�è�†�É�­�e�2�ç�W�µ�Á�W�z�K�e���z�+�e�J�É�Á�É�­�2�e�ª�É�ª�W�o�µ�e

that should always be the central focus of that decision. 

A MAT is recognised as a single legal entity and as such 

should be seen as one organisation driven by a common 

�µ�2�Á�e�†�J�e�á���o�É�2�µ�e�â�W�Á�R�e���e�µ�R���­�2�+�e�á�W�µ�W�†�z�i�e�¼�R�2�e�#�2�z�2���Á�µ�e�†�J�e�#�2�W�z�K�e

part of a group of schools can include: 

�z a formal framework for sharing knowledge and 

�2�ç�ª�2�­�W�2�z�$�2�e�†�J�e���o�o�e���µ�ª�2�$�Á�µ�e�†�J�e�µ�$�R�†�†�o�e�W�x�ª�­�†�á�2�x�2�z�Á 

�z �W�z�$�­�2���µ�2�+�e�†�ª�ª�†�­�Á�É�z�W�Á�W�2�µ�e�J�†�­�e�µ�Á�����e�+�2�á�2�o�†�ª�x�2�z�Á�j�e

progression and retention within the organisation 

�z the opportunity for enhancing strategic governance 

�#�è�e�x���ç�W�x�W�µ�W�z�K�e�­�†�o�2�µ�e�â�W�Á�R�W�z�e���e�x�É�o�Á�W�~�Á�W�2�­�2�+�e�K�†�á�2�­�z���z�$�2�e

structure 

�z �µ�R���­�W�z�K�e�µ�ª�2�$�W���o�W�µ�Á�e�µ�Á�����j�e���o�o�†�â�W�z�K�e�µ�$�R�†�†�o�µ�e���z�+�e�ª�É�ª�W�o�µ�e�Á�†�e

���$�$�2�µ�µ�e���e�­�W�$�R�2�­�e�µ�2�Á�e�†�J�e�$�É�­�­�W�$�É�o���­�e���z�+�e�2�ç�Á�­���~�$�É�­�­�W�$�É�o���­�e

activities 

�z ���$�R�W�2�á�W�z�K�e�2�$�†�z�†�x�W�2�µ�e�†�J�e�µ�$���o�2�e���z�+�e���z���z�$�W���o�e�2���$�W�2�z�$�W�2�µ 

Sponsors 
A ‘sponsor’ is an organisation that assumes responsibility 

for a challenging school, and in most cases this is 

an already established academy trust. Sponsored 

academies are generally those schools that are deemed 

‘underperforming’ and that the DfE has determined 

must be converted to academy status or rebrokered 

�J�­�†�x�e���z�e�2�ç�W�µ�Á�W�z�K�e�r���¼�i�e�Ü�R�2�z�e�Á�R�2�e�µ�ª�†�z�µ�†�­�2�+�e�µ�$�R�†�†�o�e�i�†�W�z�µ�e

the sponsoring MAT, its governance will be determined 

by that MAT’s trust board. 

How MATs are governed 
Every MAT consists of at least two layers, or tiers of 

�K�†�á�2�­�z���z�$�2�e�€�e�Á�R�2�e�x�2�x�#�2�­�µ�e���z�+�e�Á�R�2�e�Á�­�É�µ�Á�e�#�†���­�+�i�e

However, the vast majority of MATs have a third tier 

�†�J�e�K�†�á�2�­�z���z�$�2�e�€�e�Á�R�2�e�o�†�$���o�e�Á�W�2�­�i�e�¼�R�2�e�­�2�µ�ª�†�z�µ�W�#�W�o�W�Á�W�2�µ�e���z�+�e

�­�†�o�2�µ�e�†�J�e�2���$�R�e�Á�W�2�­�e���­�2�e�2�ç�ª�o�†�­�2�+�e�W�z�e�+�2�Á���W�o�e�â�W�Á�R�W�z�e�Á�R�2�e�­�2�o�2�á���z�Á�e

section of this guidance. It is the trust board that carries 

the overall collective responsibility and accountability for 

�Á�R�2�e���$���+�2�x�è�e�Á�­�É�µ�Á�e���µ�e���e�o�2�K���o�e�2�z�Á�W�Á�è�e���z�+�e�J�†�­�e�J�É�o���o�o�W�z�K�e

�Á�R�2�e�ª�É�­�ª�†�µ�2�e�†�J�e�Á�R�2�e���$���+�2�x�è�e�Á�­�É�µ�Á�e�K�†�á�2�­�z���z�$�2�e���µ�e�+�2���z�2�+�e

in the Academy Trust Handbook. This means the trust 

board is ultimately responsible for all of the schools within 

the trust. 

Those sitting on the trust board are both charity trustees 

and company directors and have responsibilities under 

both the Charities Act 2011 and the Companies Act 2006. 

These two sets of responsibilities result in similar but 

distinct duties that we cover later in this chapter. Trust 

boards can delegate responsibilities to its committees, 

including the local tier. The role of the trust board is 

covered in detail in Chapter 6. 

What does ‘high-quality’ trusts mean? 
The DfE has placed an emphasis on schools being part of 

a “high-quality” trust. As well as the goal for each school 

to join the right MAT that meets the needs of its pupils 

and community, the Department has built a focus on trust 

�¬�É���o�W�Á�è�j�e�$�†�x�ª�­�W�µ�W�z�K�e���á�2�e�ª�W�o�o���­�µ�k�e

1.   High-Quality and Inclusive Education 

2. School Improvement 

3. Workforce 

4. �F�W�z���z�$�2�e�§�e�€�ª�2�­���Á�W�†�z�µ 

5. �G�†�á�2�­�z���z�$�2�e�§�e�h�2���+�2�­�µ�R�W�ª 

The focus on trust strength and quality is aimed at 

equipping the department to make decisions on how 

trusts grow and take on schools based on their proven 

capacity and improvement record, as well as identifying 

�ª�†�Á�2�z�Á�W���o�e�W�z�Á�2�­�á�2�z�Á�W�†�z�e�W�z�e�µ�†�x�2�e�2�ç�W�µ�Á�W�z�K�e�Á�­�É�µ�Á�µ�e�Á�†�e���+�+�­�2�µ�µ�e

sustained educational failures. 

Trust identity 
�r���¼�µ�e�2�ç�W�µ�Á�e�W�z�e���e�o���­�K�2�e�á���­�W�2�Á�è�e�†�J�e�µ�W�ò�2�µ�e���z�+�e�†�­�K���z�W�µ���Á�W�†�z���o�e

�µ�Á�­�É�$�Á�É�­�2�µ�i�e�/���$�R�e�Á�­�É�µ�Á�e�#�†���­�+�e�â�W�o�o�e�R���á�2�e���e�+�W���2�­�2�z�Á�e�µ�2�Á�e�†�J�e

challenges and considerations based on the identity and 

make-up of their trust. 

�¼�R�2�e�$�†�x�ª�o�2�ç�W�Á�W�2�µ�e�†�J�e�­�É�z�z�W�z�K�e�r���¼�µ�e���­�2�e�†�J�Á�2�z�e�Á�R�†�É�K�R�Á�e

about in terms of the size of the trust. Trust size tends to 

�#�2�e�$�o���µ�µ�W���2�+�e�#�è�e�Á�R�2�e�z�É�x�#�2�­�e�†�J�e�µ�$�R�†�†�o�µ�e�â�W�Á�R�W�z�e�W�Á�j�e�#�É�Á�e�Á�R�2�e

�z�É�x�#�2�­�e�†�J�e�ª�É�ª�W�o�µ�e�W�µ�e���o�µ�†�e���e�ª�2�­�Á�W�z�2�z�Á�e�$�†�z�µ�W�+�2�­���Á�W�†�z�i�e�F�†�­�e

�2�ç���x�ª�o�2�j�e�µ�$�R�†�†�o�µ�e���­�2�e�J�É�z�+�2�+�e�†�z�e�Á�R�2�e�#���µ�W�µ�e�†�J�e�Á�R�2�W�­�e�z�É�x�#�2�­�e

of pupils, along with other factors. As such, when the 

�#�†���­�+�e�W�µ�e�$�†�z�µ�W�+�2�­�W�z�K�e���z���z�$�W���o�e�ª�2�­�J�†�­�x���z�$�2�j�e�J�†�­�e�2�ç���x�ª�o�2�j�e

the number of pupils across the trust will be an important 

factor, not just the number of schools. 

School phase within the MAT will also impact the overall 

size in terms of pupil numbers: a MAT that only consists of 

primary schools will likely have fewer pupils per school but 

may cover more sites when compared to a MAT that only 
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