
 
 

 

 

School partnerships and collaboration: a governor update 

Use this concise governor briefing to ensure your governing body is fully briefed with the options 

for collaboration and partnerships with other schools 

Reasons for collaboration 

• Teacher training and development 

• Shared services (e.g. sports facilities, procurement) 

• Diminishing LA capacity and services 

• Increase support levels: create a ‘safety net’ 

• Increase leadership capacity 

Common models of collaboration 

• Informal and formal partnerships 

• Collaboration company 

• Hard federation 

• Teaching School Alliance (TSA) 

• Multi-academy trust (MAT) 

• Umbrella trust 

• Collaborative partnership 

Informal and formal partnerships 

These are commonly made through verbal agreement (informal) or by signing a non-legally binding 

document detailing the school’s intentions and responsibilities (formal).  

The collaboration agreement should detail how activities will be funded and what each school 

should expect. 

Pros 

• Schools can collaborate and maintain complete autonomy. 

• Quick and straightforward to set up. 

• Flexibility to make changes to agreement where needed. 

Cons 

• The agreement can end on short notice. 

• May not be the most appropriate for those schools looking for a long-lasting partnership. 

Collaboration company 

A collaboration company is similar to a formal partnership but you also have a shared company with 

the other school(s).  

Schools of all types and phases can be part of the same company, which can be for or not for profit. 

Pros 

• Each school retains their own governing body and complete autonomy. 

• Each school is a member of the shared company with equal voting rights. 

• Company directors are appointed by member schools. 



 
 

 

 

• Risk management is shared among any joint activities between schools. 

Cons 

• Can be more complicated to establish. 

• Difficult to end on limited notice. 

• Employment of staff can be more complex. 

Hard federation 

One legal entity responsible for all schools in the federation, with a single governing body.  

Hard federations may comprise schools from the same phase. 

Academies and independent schools cannot exist in a hard federation with maintained schools.  

Pros 

• Can work well for community and voluntary controlled schools looking for a group: they can 

exist in a federation with foundation and voluntary aided schools. 

• Schools share common goals and collaborate at all levels, including governor level. 

• Procurement between schools and shared services to save money. 

Cons 

• If one schools chooses, or is required to become an academy, the federation is broken 

unless the other schools convert too.  

• May be concerns over losing autonomy. 

• Legal agreement is more difficult to end. 

Teaching School Alliance 

Teaching schools are outstanding schools that work with others to raise standards and drive school 

improvement in their local area. They are part of the government's plan to develop a self-improving 

and sustainable school-led system. 

To apply for teaching school status your school can be of any type or phase but will need to have an 

outstanding rating from Ofsted and an outstanding headteacher with at least three years’ 

experience 

Pros 

• Recognised as the most elite schools. 

• Staff demonstrating leadership potential are encouraged and given opportunities to grow 

and develop by working with other schools. 

• Struggling schools are able to learn from the best teachers and leaders through mentoring 

and coaching. 

Cons 

• Giving enough time and resource to other schools to support progress whilst maintaining 

your own school’s high standards can be challenging. 

• Moving from core funding to self-generated income and managing additional revenue 

streams to ensure self-sufficiency is difficult to achieve.  



 
 

 

 

Are you an academy thinking of joining a group? 

There are three common models to choose from. 

• A multi-academy trust (MAT). 

• An umbrella trust. 

• A collaborative partnership. 

Multi-academy trust (MAT) 

A single legal entity with the MAT board having ultimate responsibility for running the academies in 

the trust.  

Members of the academy trust sit on the board and delegate running of individual academies to a 

local governing body. 

Pros 

• Schools pool financial resources and share services. 

• Retain staff by providing increased development and progression opportunities. 

• Access to a range of resources/learning materials for teachers and pupils. 

• Share best practice and ideas across schools. 

Cons 

• May be fears that joining a MAT means losing autonomy. 

• A good school may not want to join a MAT, they may consider starting their own. 

• Risk that if one of the schools in the MAT is failing the reputation of all will be damaged. 

• Ensuring consistent systems and procedures are applied across the trust is complex. 

Umbrella trust 

Each school is its own legal entity with its own governing body. The UT has its own governing body, 

often made up of governors from each school. 

Pros 

• Separate funding agreements. 

• Benefits of being part of a larger organisation but retaining autonomy. 

Cons 

• The umbrella trust isn’t accountable for the performance of each school. 

• Looser nature of collaboration can make it harder for the trust to intervene when a school is 

failing. 

Collaborative partnership (CP) 

Each academy trust has an individual funding agreement. Academies sign a collaboration agreement 

that sets out how the academies will work together and how joint activities are funded. 

Pros 

• Ideal for schools who want to establish more formal ties with local schools. 

• Collaboration can include sharing facilities, loaning staff, joint training programmes etc. 



 
 

 

 

Cons 

• Loosely structured: limited risk sharing. 

• Collaboration agreement may not be secure enough to deal with unexpected or challenging 

situations. 

• No shared governance so collaboration at this level may not be limited. 

Questions for governors to ask 

• What do we want to achieve by joining this group? 

• What will be the benefits to our school? 

• How will standards and education improve as a result of these changes? 

• What will the implications for staff be? 

• What are the non-negotiables for us? 

• Do we fully understand what the process of joining a group will involve? 

• Do we have the confidence that the group will help us drive school improvement? 

• Do the vision, values and ethos of the group align with ours? 

• What will the financial implications be? 

• How will these changes affect our reputation and community links? 

• What will be the impact on our school governance? What will our responsibilities be? 

• Can we find out what local schools are doing? Can we talk to other schools already in the 

group? 

Further resources 

DfE’s Effective school partnerships and collaboration for school improvement: a review of the 

evidence 

Academies: your guide to group collaboration 

Webinar: Multi-school options and collaborative structures 

 

customer.services@optimus-education.com   

www.optimus-education.com   

Tel: 0845 450 6404 


