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Welcome to the latest issue of Haslers’ Focus on Education, which highlights some of the latest  
issues affecting academies and the independent sectors.

If you have any comments on our bulletin, or would like further information on the services Haslers can offer to 
schools, please contact us on 0208 418 3333, email advice@haslers.com or visit www.haslersforeducation.com

Welcome

A Multi Academy Trust (MAT) which has been investigated by the Education Funding Agency (EFA) 
faces uncertain times after significant failings and weaknesses in governance were identified. 

EFA investigation reveals ‘significant failings’ at Trust

Troubled ‘Academy Transformation Trust’ 
(ATT), which has a network of 24 primary 
and secondary school academies across 
the Midlands, East of England and the 
South East, has been under the regulator’s 
spotlight, following complaints of financial 
mismanagement and breaches of the 
Academies Financial Handbook (AFH.)

The official investigation follows intense 
media scrutiny by both C4 Dispatches 
and The Observer, which alleged that  
Ian Cleland – the Trust’s Founding Member, 
CEO and Accounting Officer – had 
claimed thousands of pounds in perks.

Mr Cleland was allegedly in receipt 
of a range of publicly-funded benefits, 
including the lease of a Jaguar V6 car for 
him and his wife, first-class rail travel and 
dining expenses at top-class restaurants. 
His lavish expense claims came during 
the same period that he asked staff to 
reapply for their jobs as part of a cost 
cutting drive.

Matters came to a head when ATT’s 
Chair of Trustees raised concerns about 
financial mis-management and deficits of 
around £2.2million across the MAT.

Amidst warnings that ATT needed to 
eliminate the deficit or risk losing three 
of its Norfolk primary schools which 
faced bankruptcy, the Chair of trustees 
questioned Mr Cleland’s performance 
and behaviour as Accounting Officer, 
placing him on temporary leave.

However, Mr Cleland fought back and, 
using his powers as founding member 
of ATT, he removed the Chair as a 

trustee and director and appointed five 
new directors who reinstated him as 
Accounting Officer.

The EFA review has now identified 
significant failings at ATT including:

• Lack of separation between members 
and trustees

• Insufficient financial expertise on  
the board

• The Accounting Officer (AO) also 
serving as a director as well as being  
a founding member

• Allowing trust reserves and certain 
individual academy financial positions 
to deteriorate significantly over three 
years, with further deterioration 
forecast for 2017/18 

• A conflict of interest and not acting in 
a manner that would command broad 
public support when removing the 
trust chair as a director

The EFA has now ordered the trust 
to undertake a review of governance 
arrangements and confirm an action plan 
to implement the required improvements.
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The team at Haslers has hosted a number of successful academies seminars in conjunction with 
Stone King solicitors and we hope to repeat the success of these events again.

Our next joint seminar will take place on 
21 June at our offices in and Old Station 
Road, Loughton, Essex IG10 4PL from 
4:30pm until 6:30pm.

This latest forum will focus on 
‘Governance Pitfalls’ and will feature 
informative talks from Laura Ambrose, 
Head of Education at Haslers and Graham 
Burns of Stone King. 

Due to the popularity of the previous 
seminar, those wishing to attend are being 
encouraged to get in contact early to 
secure their place.

To register your interest in this forum, 
which is expected to attract a capacity 
audience, please call 020 8418 3333 or 
email advice@haslers.com

Stone King and Haslers reunite for latest free 
academies forum

Academy trusts need to be prepared for significant changes to the Budget Forecast Returns they  
are required to submit.

New system for Budget Forecast Returns –  
are you ready for the changes?

Peter Lauener, chief executive of the 
Education Funding Agency (EFA), has 
written to academy trusts outlining 
the new system which is due to be 
implemented in the coming months. 

He said: “I am very conscious that 
we need to make the process of 
returning financial information to the 
Department as simple as possible for 
academy trusts.”

These changes mean that trusts will now 
have to submit two reports to the EFA 
every year.

The first of these is the Budget Forecast 
Return: Outturn (BFRO), which focuses 
on actual expenditure up until the end of 
March 2017 and the outturn expected to 

be 31 August this year. This information 
will need to be submitted by 19 May.

The second document is the Budget 
Forecast Return (BFR), which covers the 
projected financial position of academy 
trusts up until 31 August 2018. The 
deadline for this is 28 July. 

Broadly speaking, the BFRO will include 
the information which made up the first 
section of the old Budget Forecast Return 
and the BFR will include the content 
which comprised the second section  
of said document.

Additional guidance and advice regarding 
these changes to Budget Forecast 
Returns are available from the Haslers 
Education team.

To find out how we can help ease the 
burden of these additional requirements, 
please act now and contact us for a free, 
no obligation chat.



The Government has been branded ‘delusional’, by a cross-party parliamentary committee  
of MPs which is overseeing public spending.

Amidst the continuing school funding row, 
this latest high-level criticism from MPs 
of all parties, attacks the Government’s 
attitude to budgetary constraints and its 
apparent failure to properly check how the 
cuts will impact schools.

In its scathing report, the Public Accounts 
Committee confirms that “funding per pupil 
is reducing in real terms” with a need for 
schools to reduce spending by £3billion  
by 2019/20.

The report goes on to say that the 
Department for Education (DfE) must 
not be “deaf to the experiences of head 
teachers” who have been complaining  
of cuts to staff and services.

“Grand plans drawn up in Whitehall are 
dangerous if they are implemented without 
regard to real-world consequences, and we 
will expect to see measures to address our 
concerns as a matter of urgency,” said 
Committee Chair, Meg Hillier.

The funding crisis has already led to 
widespread protests with petitions and 

letters to MPs sent by both teaching staff 
and worried parents.

Head teachers have warned the 
Government that a reduction in funding 
might leave them with no option but 
to cut school hours, while some school 
governors have threatened to go on 
strike for the first time, rather than  
sign off underfunded budgets.

A consultation on funding changes has 
now ended but the DfE has not stated 
when it will respond.

The Public Accounts Committee 
has accused the Government of a 
“collective delusion” that spending cuts 
could be achieved through efficiency 
savings and has questioned whether the 
DfE has a plan to monitor the impact.

The report also suggests that the 
financial pressures are “likely to 
increase teachers’ workload, with 
implications for recruitment and 
retention, and put at risk the quality  
of education”.

Ms Hillier continued:  “Pupils’ futures are at 
risk if the Department for Education fails 
to act on the warnings in our report.

“Government must take all necessary 
steps to ensure it can intervene 
quickly if action taken by schools to 
meet efficiency targets risks damaging 
standards.”

In response to the report, the DfE 
commented:  “We have protected the 
core schools budget in real terms since 
2010, with school funding at its highest 
level on record at more than £40billion in 
2016-17 – and that is set to rise, as pupil 
numbers rise over the next two years, to 
£42billion by 2019-20.

“We recognise that schools are facing 
cost pressures, and we will continue 
to provide support to help them use 
their funding in the most cost-effective 
ways, so that every pound of the 
investment we make in education has 
the greatest impact.”

For further advice please contact us.

School funding crisis – report suggests Government  
is ‘delusional’
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Government proposals to force independent schools to run state schools, or face the loss of their 
charity tax breaks, are being met with fierce opposition, with some Heads warning that they 
would rather sacrifice their charitable status than comply with the plans.

In the Government’s consultation 
document: Schools that Work for 
Everyone, published in 2016, there were 
suggestions that independent schools 
needed to do more in order to retain 
the benefits of their charitable status.

The document warned that if schools 
did not comply voluntarily, the 
Government would consider bringing 
in legislation to remove their charitable 
tax breaks – although not necessarily 
their charitable status – and would force 
the Charity Commission to change its 
guidance on independent schools.

Following the conclusion of the 
consultation, the Department for 
Education (DfE) has confirmed it plans 
to proceed with its proposals, with  
a white paper due shortly.

However, Mike Buchanan, Chair of the 
Headmasters’ and Headmistresses’ 
Conference (HMC), one of a number 
of representative bodies for the 

independent schools sector, warned 
that the plans were ‘misguided and 
patronising’, saying there would be 
repercussions if the DfE pressed ahead.

In a joint letter with Russell Hobby, General 
Secretary of the National Association 
of Head Teachers (NAHT) he wrote: 
“Independent schools are supposed to be 
independent of government.  The clue is in 
the name. If the Prime Minister tells them 
what to do as they are told or lose the 
financial benefits of being charities, many 
will walk away.

“This isn’t petulance. It goes much deeper 
than that. Being free from Government 
interference, they argue, is why they 
fund themselves through fees and 
why they have been able to excel, free 
from under-investment and constantly 
changing educations policies. It is this 
independence, under the regulation of the 
Charity Commission, which creates the 
ethos that the Government wants state 
schools to copy.

“No one wants the nuclear option. It 
will cost millions which would have 
been better spent on state schools, 
soak up even more lawyers’ time (if 
there are any left over from Brexit) 
and put some small independent 
schools at risk of closure, bringing 
even more pupils into the cash-
strapped state system.

“Running state schools is essentially 
not the job of the independent sector. 
They don’t pretend to know better than 
their state school colleagues how to 
run schools in disadvantaged areas and 
certainly don’t feel they can tell state 
school leaders how to do their job.  
Our state schools don’t want takeovers; 
but they can certainly see how joint 
working can help their pupils.

“As school leaders, we know 
what works for pupils. And forcing 
independent schools to run, rather  
than help, state schools in deprived 
areas just won’t work.”

Independent Schools hit back at Government’s 
‘misguided’ plans



A fall in the value of sterling following last year’s EU referendum has led to a surge in applications 
from wealthy international families, according to a new report.

The Department for Education (DfE) has for the second year running been forced to apply  
for emergency funding.

In its annual Wealth Report, real estate 
consultancy group Knight Frank claimed that 
while rich foreign families have traditionally 
chosen to send their children to be educated 
in  America, the favourable sterling exchange 
rate means that private education in the UK 
has become more competitive.

The report provides information on the 
spending habits of ultra-high-net-worth 
individuals (UHNWIs) who have $30million 
(£24million) or more in net assets.

Ed Richardson, director of education at 
Keystone Tutors, said: “Currency, quality  
of life and access to the best universities  
are the key trends boosting demand for  
a British education.

“Ambitious families in Singapore have 
traditionally sent their children to 
schools in the US, not necessarily 
because they think they are better, 
but because of the cost.

“Now, they are telling me that the fall 
in the value of the pound is making 
the UK look much better value. That 
sentiment will be echoed in many 
other places.”

Chinese pupils make up the highest 
proportion of international students 
studying in UK independent schools, 
with the number having increased by 
more than 190 per cent in the past 
10 years.

“It’s not just about the teaching, 
it’s about quality of life and the 
extent of extra-curricular activities 
available,” added Mr Richardson.

“Certainly in China there is a feeling 
that if you’re going to spend money 
on Western luxuries it is better to 
buy them in the West. More credit 
will be given to Harrow itself than 
Harrow Beijing.”

According to data published by 
the Independent School Council, 
five per cent of students are from 
overseas – a number which is 
expected to increase in the next 
few years.

The Education Department had faced 
an overspend of almost £3billion until 
Parliament voted in favour of allowing 
the emergency payment.

The Government has claimed that 
the shortfall is not evidence of a 
cash overspend, but is a quirk of the 
accounting process brought about as a 
result of the DfE and academy school 
trusts using different financial years.

Any government department which 
expects to exceed its annual budget is 
required to request an excess vote from 
Parliament.

According to the Treasury, the DfE was 
the only department to request excess 
funding this year, having breached both 
its capital and resource expenditure 
limit by over £290million. This follows 
a similar request for its 2014-15 
financial statements, when it overspent 

by £3.07billion, blaming the financing 
of school building repairs for a large 
proportion of its financial woes.

In his report to the Public Accounts 
Committee, DfE permanent secretary, 
Jonathan Slater, explained that the 
latest problem had arisen because 
the Department was “not yet on top 
of” the consolidation of the growing 
number of academy schools and trusts 
in England.

“The Department is consolidating 
thousands of academy trusts that 
operate a different system of accounting 
from Government… because they are 
charities and we are not, they value 
their assets on a different basis than  
we do, to a different timeframe than  
we do,” said Mr Slater.

“We need to put that right. We need 
their help. The problem is not that we 

are not getting their help. The problem 
has been that we are learning as we go.”
 
A DfE spokesman said: “The timing 
of this review meant that we couldn’t 
amend our budgets with the corrected 
accounting, giving rise to this issue. 
The Public Accounts Committee has 
accepted this explanation and we do  
not expect these issues to re-occur.”

Independent schools see surge in interest from wealthy 
international families

DfE applies for emergency funding to plug overspend
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A private education is a significant financial undertaking for any parent, with independent 
school fees now costing, on average, £13,200 per year. 

Some parents may subsequently find 
paying school fees a struggle, particularly 
if they have suffered a change in 
circumstances.

The knock on effect of this, according 
to the latest statistics is a 35 per cent 
increase in the amount of unpaid fees, 
with the Independent Schools Council, 
which represents more than 1,200 
schools, describing the problem as ‘the 
most challenging for decades’.

Now, however a new independent school 
is planning to turn the problem on its 
head by charging around one fifth of the 
amount charged my most private schools 
– yet still remain financially viable.

A new “cut-price private school” which is 
due to open in September 2017 and has 
been hailed as the first of its kind, plans 
to charge parents the equivalent of just 
£52 a week. ‘The Independent Grammar 
School: Durham’ will set its fees at 
£2,700-a-year for a “traditional private 
education without the frills”.

Professor James Tooley, a professor 
of education policy at Newcastle 
University who is behind the plans 
for the new style independent school, 
said: “This is not necessarily for lower 
income families, it is for anyone who 
says private education is far too 
expensive.

“They often include Olympic size 
swimming pools, rugby pitches and so 
on – we are saying that these are not 
necessary for private education.

“We are saying, let’s get rid of all those 
and have the basics: high academic 
standards, strong grounding in 
mathematics, phonics and languages.  
It will be no frills and no flash.”

The new independent school will be 
based in a newly refurbished former 
church in Durham. The school will 
have a Christian ethos, but will not 
be faith-based. It will have an inclusive 
admissions policy, with children of all 
backgrounds and no selection tests.

If the DfE grants registration for this new 
independent school, Professor Tooley 
has ambitions to open a chain across the 
north of England.  The school’s website 
promises that its premises will be “simple 
and unpretentious”, but “clean, hygienic 
and welcoming”.

Prof Tooley, who has previously established 
a number of low cost private schools in 
India, Pakistan and Nigeria, added: “There 
is always a desire among parents for 
private education, even those in very poor 
countries who cannot afford the fees.

 “I have given talks at conferences about 
this, and I am always asked ‘could the 
same thing happen in the UK?’  
 
“I have been thinking about it for several 
years and then finally got together with 
some colleagues and decided to do it.”

The curriculum will be “traditional and 
knowledge-rich, giving children access 
to the best of what has been written, 
spoken and said”.

Could ‘no frills’ private schools be the way forward?
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When it comes to providing banking to an expanding and increasingly complex Multi-Academy 
Trust, there is a genuine opportunity to simplify and streamline your finances.

This can be achieved through the 
centralisation of individual school bank 
accounts into a single MAT account, 
which delivers a number of benefits as 
explained below:

Simplifies account monitoring / control:

• One account removes the need to 
monitor individual school accounts for 
receipts of income, payments etc., as 
well as removing the requirement for 
inter- account transfers. 

• This creates improved efficiency and 
reconciliation, as well as reducing the 
number of individual users of online 
banking, potentially lessening the 
monthly cost. A further benefit is that 
a single account may assist with the 
centralisation of certain functions.

Helps manage risk:

• Ultimately the MAT board is 
responsible for all schools in the MAT. 
Where individual schools operate 
their own bank accounts, charge cards, 
mandates and limits, the risk of loss 
through error and fraud is significantly 
increased. 

• Reducing the number of accounts to 
a single, central overall MAT account 
gives greater control and visibility. 
Whilst there may well be a need to 
increase the size and capability of the 
central finance team, this should be 
easily offset by a significantly reduced 
need to have finance administration at 
school level. 

Removes the need for time-
consuming bank-account opening  
as new schools join:

• As additional schools join the Trust, 
there is no requirement to open 
additional bank accounts or align  
these to your online banking.

Improves cash-control / forecasting, 
and potentially delivers returns on 
surplus funds:

• One account can aid cash flow 
monitoring, helping identify any surplus 
balances that can be placed onto 
a deposit account to earn a higher 
interest margin.

For the largest Trusts and Dioceses, the 
principle can be diversified to create regional 
hubs, each with one bank account, which 
feed into one central Trust account.

At a time where schools need to 
become as time and cost efficient as 
possible, it may be a good time to speak 
with your bank for more information 
about how a single bank account can 
help you.

Simon Lock is a Relationship Director 
in the East Anglian Education Team at 
Lloyds Bank. 

His contact details are simon.lock@
lloydsbanking.com or 01245 704305 / 
07768 560525.

Why a growing MAT can simplify your banking
By Simon Lock – Relationship Director with Lloyds Bank East Anglian Education Team.
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