
MAKING A 
GO OF

FEDERATION Eleanor Howarth sums
up NGA’s latest research 

In an era of increasing school
autonomy and declining local authority
(LA) support, the need for schools to work
collaboratively is greater than ever. The
numerous benefits of federating are
documented in Ofsted’s report Leadership
of More Than One School. Forming
federations or multi-academy trusts
(MATs) is becoming an increasingly
attractive option for many schools, but
there is little information available to
governors considering federation. 

NGA, funded by the British Educational
Leadership, Management and
Administration Society (BELMAS), is
currently researching governing bodies
that have been through the process,
successfully or otherwise. So far we have
conducted telephone interviews with a
number of schools to find out more about
their federation journey. 

The experiences of participating
schools differ significantly, as do their
motivations for federating. For example 
a small, rural primary school faced with
falling rolls and a vulnerable budget saw
federation as the preferable alternative 
to closure. For this school, federation 
has been a saving grace. In other cases,
participants have been the saviours of
other schools.  

Teaming a strong school with a failing
one is a common driver for federation,
and in all schools interviewed this has
proven mutually beneficial. In every case,
the failing school had improved
measurably, often moving out of  ‘special
measures’ to ‘good’ or ‘outstanding’ within
a few years. Reported benefits for stronger

schools include the ability to attract better
staff, sharing good practice, economies of
scale, and access to new funding. One
successful school was only able to retain
its headteacher by offering him the
challenge of leading two schools.

Potential barriers
However, the path to federation has
proved rocky for many. A common
challenge has been amalgamating
multiple governing bodies into one.
Asking governors to agree to federate
knowing that they may not be part of the
new governing body is difficult, and in
some cases friction between federating
governing bodies has been an obstacle.
Remaining focused on how schools will
benefit by federating is important in
overcoming this. 

Another potential barrier is outside
agencies. One participant commented
that although their LA pushed for
federation, it provided very little support
during the process itself. In some cases,
governors felt that their LA was too
preoccupied with its own political agenda
to offer truly impartial support. A
voluntary aided primary school also faced
opposition from the diocese, which
objected to federating with a non-
religious school. More generally, several
participants reported feeling that they
were “going it alone”, and that good
guidance was hard to find.

So where can governors considering
federation go for support? First, although
some schools considered their LA a
hindrance, others found it an enormous
help. Where this was the case, the LA had
been willing to discuss the school’s
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options and offer objective advice. The LA
was also useful when navigating the more
technical aspects of federation, such as
the consultation process. 

Second, several participants found
talking to local schools which had already
undergone federation helpful, particularly
in highlighting potential pitfalls. Finally,
GOLD members who had taken
advantage of our advice service reported
it to be extremely useful. 

School identity
The importance of school identity was 
a common factor. In some cases, this 
was a driver for federation, such as when 
a school identified as ‘outstanding’ was
called in to help a failing school. More
frequently, however, identity was
perceived as a barrier. 

By considering how identity will be
preserved, and communicating this to
relevant stakeholders during the early
stages, governing bodies stand a greater
chance of tackling concerns effectively.
Indeed, when asked what advice they
would give other governing bodies
undergoing federation, several
participants stressed the importance 
of communication. As one governor 
put it: “It’s better to tell someone the 
same thing twice than for them to 
feel left out.” 

We are now entering the second 
stage of research and will be visiting
participating schools for more in depth

interviews.
Leadership of More
Than One School
can be downloaded 
from the Research
section of the NGA
members’ area.  
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