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Pedagogical colleagues have a new-found respect for 
school business professionals (SBPs), and teachers 
have been amongst the first to acknowledge the 
important work carried out by SBPs in making schools 
safe and ready for pupils. This contribution received 
official recognition in a personal letter from Baroness 
Berridge earlier this year.

Many practitioners have benefited from this 
increased recognition and are now enjoying 
new levels of investment in their professional 
development. Articles in this edition of The Voice 
offer a unique insight into individual career journeys 
and provide advice on new and existing professional 
development pathways.

Technology has played an important role in 
ensuring the continuity of education, and it has also 
kept us all connected while national restrictions have 
put a temporary end to mass gatherings.

During the period of the pandemic, we have 
made every effort to reach practitioners in every 
corner of the country. Using technology platforms, 
we have committed to a regular dialogue with 
regional leaders, we have conducted podcasts 
with SBPs operating in a variety of settings, and 
we have worked with subject matter specialists to 
deliver expert talks. We have tried hard to make 
sense of the overwhelming volume of guidance, 
and we have provided a conduit between policy and 
practice by ensuring the concerns raised by front-
line practitioners are shared with Department for 
Education officials.

By working together, we have the power to 
influence the future of this wonderful profession. 
Using the learnings from last year’s Workforce 
Survey, we will continue to push for greater 
professional parity, improved levels of diversity, 
and better access to CPD. Later this month, we will 
publish research we commissioned Dr Fiona Creaby 
to undertake into the subject of diversity, 
Exploring Ethnicity: School Business Leadership in England.

Whilst we have all immersed ourselves in 
technology and enjoyed the benefits, member 
feedback tells us that there is still a desire to return 

to some face-to-face gatherings when it is safe and 
permissible. We will work hard next year to ensure a 
mix of event and conference opportunities including 
virtual platforms and face-to-face meetings. We want 
to provide maximum access to all our members.

By harnessing our collective efforts and sharing 
best practice, we can influence future professional 
opportunities, increase national profile, and add 
to the practitioner-led knowledge base through 
evidence-based research.

We look forward to supporting you during 2021 
and beyond.

Bethan Cullen
Operations Director 

EDITOR’S LETTER

The pandemic has presented many challenges whilst, 
conversely, providing new opportunities. As we reflect 
on 2020 and remember the pain and turbulence it has 
caused, we might also remember a time when the school 
business profession stepped up and played such a critical 
role in the national effort.

Bethan Cullen

LETTER FROM 
THE EDITOR
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WORD FROM THE 
CHIEF EXECUTIVE

Stephen Morales

In September, ISBL conducted an extensive survey with 
the regional school business professional community. 
This survey was not principally aimed at ISBL members 
and was designed to obtain an honest appraisal of 
our proposition from regions across the country. 
The findings have helped us better understand the needs 
and aspirations of our professional community and will 
help shape our future strategy.

The survey focused on the key areas that we believe are important 
to school business professionals (SBPs), obtaining practitioners’ 
views on professional development, representation, advocacy and 
influencing policy.

In the preamble to the survey, we made a clear distinction between 
our role as a professional body and that of other education sector 
representative bodies such as the unions.

Findings
The survey responses suggest that the distinction is well understood 
by most (circa 80 per cent), but 20 per cent of respondents are still 
unclear about the different roles played by institutes, unions and 
regional groups. What is not clear from the survey is whether this 
confusion is because of a general misunderstanding or a rejection 
of the need for a dedicated SBP professional body. Indeed, a similar 
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number of respondents (20 per cent) do not see value 
in membership of professional bodies; a very 
encouraging 80 per cent, on the other hand, do. 
Interestingly, 56 per cent question whether their 
employers recognise professional body membership as 
being of value, which could partially account for some 
reluctance in committing to membership.

A quarter of respondents are not currently ISBL 
members, with a variety of reasons cited beyond 
the above-mentioned scepticism over the value of 
professional body membership. Of those who provided 
a written response, a number suggested the cost and 
inability to source funding was a barrier, some expressed 
concerns related to a lack of professional self-worth and 
low levels of professional confidence, a small number 
are already members of an alternative professional 
body (principally qualified accountants) and see 
membership of ISBL as duplication, some simply claim 
to be time-poor with no perceived capacity to engage 
in continuing professional development (CPD), and a 
small minority expressed concerns with the focus of 
our content and lack of visibility in terms of our policy-
influencing role; however, some respondents suggested 
that this survey had prompted them to join ISBL.

Whilst 64 per cent of respondents don’t believe 
price is a barrier to membership, 74 per cent of all 
respondents suggested that lower-cost, more-accessible 
CPD would draw more practitioners to ISBL.

More than half of all respondents do not have a 
personal professional development plan in place, yet 
60 per cent are seeking to progress their career and 
welcome promotional opportunities. This suggests 
a contradiction and disconnect between personal 
aspiration and any investment in meaningful CPD.

Five years after we launched our professional 
standards, it is very encouraging to find that the majority 
of respondents use these standards as their principal 
reference point for professional development and that 
practitioners like the fact that accredited qualifications 
are underpinned by professional standards.

Those surveyed prioritised education policy updates 
and guidance ahead of thought leadership content 
and prefer to receive information via email or bulletins. 
Surprisingly, social media was not, on aggregate, 
a particularly popular source of credible and validated 
information.

Respondents put significant importance (82 per cent) 
on SBPs being represented on government consultation 
groups and in discussions with ministers, and 72 per cent 
believe ISBL is the right organisation to represent their 
views. A small number, however, believe unions are 
better placed to lobby government, perhaps owing to 
their sheer size.

Finally, on the subject of engaging in the broader 
work of ISBL, results showed an appetite for more 
involvement in Department for Education consultations 
and special interest groups but little interest in a 
governance role.

Conclusion
The majority of practitioners who participated in this 
survey understand the value of professional body 
membership and are committed to a professional 
development journey that will facilitate career 

progression. There are clearly some practitioners who 
lack the professional confidence or the support of 
their employers to pursue meaningful CPD. Even those 
advocating in favour of professional body membership 
remain concerned about accessible qualifications and 
training, the barrier often being cost.

It is perhaps fair to suggest that some practitioners 
(circa 20 per cent in this survey) feel their needs are 
already being met by other organisations; however, 
following a clear explanation of the distinction between 
ISBL, regional groups and unions, some respondents 
now better understand the unique nature of each of these 
propositions and are starting to see the value of a range 
of organisations that can offer important support. 
Unions defend workers’ rights and lobby for better 
terms and conditions, regional groups provide the local 
context and peer-to-peer support, whilst ISBL’s focus is 
professional development and career progression. 
Even those practitioners who have an association with 
another professional body (accountancy, HR, procurement) 
benefit from the contextualised services offered by ISBL.

Where school business leaders remain unconvinced 
about ISBL’s professional development offer, we can 
say with confidence that we are one of only a few 
organisations with access to technical knowledge and the 
professional networks with the prerequisite competencies 
to support policy discussions in the areas of financial 
assurance, resource management and funding.

There is still work to be done, however. We need 
to make sure our content is accessible to all, in terms 
of both language and complexity, and to ensure CPD 
meets the needs of the broad church of practitioners 
with more modular qualifications and training. We need 
to work with providers to remove cost as a barrier. 
We also need to be more visible and transparent 
about the important work we do with the Government 
and make sure employers understand the value of 
membership of a dedicated professional body. 

CHIEF EXECUTIVE COLUMN

“Five years after we launched our professional 
standards, it is encouraging that the majority of 
respondents use these standards as their principal 
reference point for professional development.”
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PROFESSIONAL 
DEVELOPMENT ADVICE --
 NAVIGATING THE NEXT STEP 
 IN YOUR CAREER

The foundation of a successful professional development journey is understanding 
your goals and acquiring the right skills, qualifications and experience.
With each professional step forward, we get a clearer idea of what 
we do best, what we’re most passionate about, and what our goals 
are. However, many people come to a point in their career when they 
feel they have got ‘stuck’ and want to make a change.

Taking that first step towards a new role can be thrilling and 
daunting: How do you even start, and is it worth the risk of leaving 
a role you know for something unknown? The following points may 
help you.

1. Understand why
We begin with ‘why’ because it’s the most important consideration 
in your career development process: Why do you want to make 
this change?

2. Define a clear vision and action plan
First, stop and think about exactly what you want in this next role, 
then build an action plan to achieve this goal.

Based on your end goal and your ideal timeline, break down your 
career development into milestones. Small steps may seem trivial at 
the beginning, but as you start to complete them, you’ll find they give 
you momentum and confidence.

Based on your action plan, you’ll have an idea of what skills you 
need to progress. Two of the main ways to build these skills are 
training and qualifications.

3. Training and qualifications
Often, you’ll need to gain specific skills to make yourself an attractive 
candidate for a new role. There are a variety of school business 
professional (SBP) qualifications, apprenticeships and specialist 
qualifications available, so visit the ISBL website to help you decide 
what qualification will help you move towards that next role.

4. Try it out
‘Shadow’ an experienced SBP because hands-on experience will 
give you valuable training for a career move, as well as a better idea 
of whether you’ll really like it.

5. Brand and pivot
Next, consider how you present yourself as an attractive candidate. 
You can help ‘brand’ or position yourself for this new role by 
emphasising your new skills on your CV and then thinking about how 
your past experience can be ‘pivoted’ to this new role.

6. Patience and persistence
Probably the top reason many people don’t make a next step in their 
career is because they’re scared. So, what’s the secret of those who 
have successfully progressed? Each day they took one small, brave step 
towards their goal, building momentum and confidence to face those 
larger, scarier tasks and challenges as they came. You can do it too. 

The value of ISBL’s expert talks
In the current situation, it’s all too easy to convince yourself that 
you haven’t got time to listen to a webinar. However, the current 
situation is exactly the reason why I decided to listen in on a couple 
of ISBL’s expert talks about procurement. I know that my budget is 
going to be squeezed because of additional COVID-19 expenditure, 
and I wanted to find out if I could save my school some money to 
make up for this. And I did. In the expert talk given by Zenergi, 
I learnt about how the water market works and how, from April this 
year, water retailers’ charges have increased by an average of five 
per cent. So, that’s the increase your school is bearing if you haven’t 
changed from the retailer you were allocated back in 2017. I’m now 
in the process of changing my water retailer so I can make some 
savings there. That was definitely worth half an hour of my time!

You can catch up on all the Expert Talks by visiting 
www.youtube.com/channel/UCiM-LcobOvTjSx6Tk4t-gOg

Jo Marchant FISBL
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BOOK REVIEW

The Off Switch
by Professor Mark Cropley
Reviewed by Helen Burge, Deputy Chief Operating Officer at 
The Priory Learning Trust

Mark Cropley is a Professor of Health Psychology at the University of 
Surrey and a global expert in how people unwind and recover from 
work. If ever there was a time to pick up this book, it would have 
been during 2020 to stop bad habits entrenching or now, in 2021, to 
unpick the bad habits we developed as we worked from home and 
were firefighters in response to the pandemic.
This book was recommended to me in July 2020, and I soon understood why. It is full of encouragement 
about why – based on facts, evidence and case studies – switching off from work in the evening and 
weekends will help you have a better and more productive next working day. Obviously reading it isn’t 
going to change you: you have to ‘review and take stock’ of yourself and your core beliefs about work, 
although your spirits might sink a bit as you realise the extent of what you have allowed to happen to 
your work–life balance. I’ve found myself referring back to chapters to help me and others make bigger 
strides in the right direction as we recover from 2020 and adapt to new ways of working.

Here’s to making more time to switch off during 2021. 

Helen Burge provides us with her thoughts on a book 
that has inspired her.
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ROLL OF HONOUR
The following members have all passed the Level 7 CIPFA:
Matt Ankers, Finance Manager, 
Hamwic Education Trust, Bournemouth

Mark Antoine, Chief Operations Officer, 
The Priory Learning Trust, Weston-super-Mare

Nigel Bennett, Director of Resources, 
Alternative Learning Trust, Sutton

Ally Bigwood, Strategic Business Manager, 
Bridge Learning Campus, Bristol

Samuel Bradley, Strategic Business Leader, 
White Rose Academies Trust, Leeds

Helen Burge, Deputy Chief Operations Officer, 
The Priory Learning Trust, Weston-super-Mare

Sylvie De Groote, Head of Finance, 
Maiden Erlegh Trust, Reading

Cara Dyer, School Business Manager, 
St Matthew’s CE Primary School & Nursery, 
Bradford

Samantha Fuell, Business and Finance 
Manager, Priestlands School, Lymington

Nicola Gordon, Operations & Finance 
Director, Celtic Cross Education, Cornwall

Andrea Howard, School Business Manager, 
St Dennis Primary Academy, Cornwall

Deborah Howarth, Chief Financial Officer, 
Bronte Academy Trust, Bradford

Marcia Jacobs, Finance & Resources Lead, 
Leading Learning Trust, London

Helen Jacklin, School Business Manager, 
Newby Primary School, Bradford

Julie Jepson, Cluster Business Manager, 
Beckfoot Upper Heaton and Beckfoot 
Heaton Primary Schools, Bradford

Lena Matthews, Personnel and Finance 
Manager, St Bede’s and St Joseph’s Catholic 
College, Bradford

Sarah Minns, School Business Manager, 
St Peter’s C of E Primary School, Bristol

Jane Rawson, Director of Finance, 
Interaction & Communication Academy Trust, 
Bradford

Jane Rimmington, School Business Manager, 
Newlands Primary School, Southampton

Simon Roberts, Business & Finance Director, 
Olchfa School, Swansea

Emma Sands, Business Manager, 
The Grange Primary School, Scunthorpe

Debbie Slinger, School Business Manager, 
Ash Valley College, part of Beechcliffe 
Special School, Bradford

Philippa Walsh, School Business Manager, 
Holycroft Primary School, Keighley

Jo Walters, Senior Finance Officer, 
Kaleidoscope Multi Academy Trust, 
Weston-super-Mare

Val Wright, Head of Finance & Compliance, 
Excalibur Academies Trust, Marlborough

Jodie Younger, Director of Finance, 
The Enquire Learning Trust, Wakefield

The following members have all passed the Level 5 CIPD:
Tara Cooke, School Business Manager, 
Wallace Fields Infant School & Nursery, 
Epsom

Kristen Hughes, HR Manager, 
LEO Academy Trust, Sutton

Akin Nidai, HR Officer, Kelmscott School, 
London

Suzanne Spencer, Executive Business 
Manager, Bradford Diocesan Academies Trust, 
Bradford

Cheryl Toolan, HR Advisor, 
Knowledge Schools Trust, London

The following members have all been awarded Fellowship of ISBL:
Karen MacKenzie, Independent Education Consultant, Primary Colours Consultancy Ltd, 
Yorkshire and Humber

Angela Penn, Operations Manager, Roseacre Primary Academy, Blackpool

Fiona Robinson, Schools and Academies Business and Finance Officer, 
North Yorkshire Education Services NYCC, Yorkshire and Humber

Craig Smith, Chief Operating Officer and Deputy Chief Executive Officer, 
Bedfordshire Schools Trust, Shefford 
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Kat Miller

In 2019, the Department for Education estimated that 
mainstream schools would face costs of £3 billion in 
2019–20 – a rise of just under five per cent from £1.1 billion 
in 2016–17.1 To counteract this, schools have needed to 
either review their existing resource allocation and identify 
savings – which is very difficult considering many have 
already stretched their resources to the limit – or create 
opportunities to generate additional revenue streams.

In March 2020, however, the national lockdown put 
a stop to any additional revenue generation from areas 
such as fundraising events and the letting of school 
facilities to community groups, creating a fairly substantial 
hole in budgets. According to Kat, “my school lost 
£47,000 in lettings alone between the announcement 
of lockdown and the full reopening of the school in 
September 2020. Although some groups started to use 
the school’s facilities again,2 in line with government 
restrictions and with comprehensive risk assessments, 

many are not ready to return to holding community 
activities. Consequently, income generation from lettings 
is minimal so far this school year.”

Grabbing every opportunity
So what can schools do to generate income now that 
many opportunities have been taken from them by COVID? 
“Previously we would plan, strategise and coordinate 
our fundraising activities,” says Kat, “but we now know 
that the best-laid plans can change in an instant. 
My advice is to grab any opportunities that come your 
way, and see how you can link them with plans you may 
already have in the pipeline for the benefit of school 
funds and the students.”

Kat has done just that with the recent ‘homing’ of 
the internationally renowned Orchestra of the Age of 
Enlightenment3 at her school, making it the first school in 
Britain to see a professional orchestra take up residency.

FINANCE

BOOSTING YOUR FUNDS
Schools have faced increasing budgetary pressures over recent years, 
and so to improve their financial prospects, income generation has 
become a priority. However, the pandemic has resulted in a significant 
loss of income as fundraising activities, letting opportunities and more 
suffer. Kat Miller, Director of Operations at Acland Burghley School 
in Camden, discusses how her school is overcoming these difficulties 
through an innovative collaboration.
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While searching for new premises, the orchestra could 
see the potential of being located in a school, creating 
opportunities for the students as well as benefiting 
from a space to rehearse and develop. Kat was also 
working at Camden Learning on maximising the use of 
school facilities when a Council colleague showed her 
an email from the orchestra about their search, and the 
relationship started from there.

“We have a separate hexagonal assembly hall that, 
when originally built, had world-class acoustics,” 
continues Kat. “We were already raising funds, including 
from the Greater London Authority and Camden Council, 
to refurbish these facilities so that the hall could be used 
more extensively by the school and the community. 
The potential of having a world-class orchestra on site 
that could help us generate funds was an opportunity 
not to be missed.”

The residency sees the orchestra pay the school a 
commercial rent for offices and the use of the hall. 
“Of course, there is the intention for the community to 
be involved in workshops and attending performances 
in a COVID-free future,” says Kat, “but at the moment, it 
is the school that is benefiting from the collaboration – 
both financially and educationally.

“The orchestra is becoming part of the school 
community. Its members are running student workshops 
and music lessons, ’busking’ on arrival, getting pupils 
involved in digital work, and even offering work 
experience opportunities. The possibilities for education 
and enrichment for our students are endless.

“The next stage of development will be how we can 
get the local community involved, which will help raise 
funds for the full repair of the hall and its facilities,” 
concludes Kat. “Our collaboration has created a win-win 
situation for all.” 

“Grab any opportunities that come your way, and see how you can link 
them with plans you may already have in the pipeline.”

1 https://eduspot.co.uk/article/10-ways-schools-can-make-
extra-income

2 This was correct when the article was written in November 
2020, but note that guidance is subject to change.

3 The Orchestra of the Age of Enlightenment is a British 
period instrument ensemble with a history of engagement 
with schools across Camden through a partnership with 
music publisher Camden Music. Visit www.oae.co.uk for 
more information.Info

FINANCE

Alternative revenue generation
Traditional fundraising techniques are extremely hard in the current 
environment, partly because many activities cannot take place and partly 
because many donators are struggling financially. However, below are just 
some of the ways you could raise some much-needed income.
• Team up with a car boot sale organiser who will pay the school a 

percentage of each car’s fee. Open-air events such as these are permitted 
under current planning regulations as long as one-way systems for buyers 
are in place and social distancing measures are enforced. More of these 
activities in your fundraising calendar could be preferable because they 
are less likely to be shut down.

• Develop your reprographics and media department into a professional 
operation, and offer printing and design services to local businesses and 
the community.

• Team up with easyfundraising, a free service that allows people to shop 
directly at their favourite online stores via the links on easyfundraising.org.uk. 
Each purchase raises a donation of up to 15 per cent of the value of the 
purchase for your school.

• Offer your site team’s services to outside organisations or other local, 
smaller schools to do PAT testing, fire marshal training or help with 
electrical queries, for example.

• Buy in training sessions such as first aid, and sell any available spaces to 
other local schools.
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The Government’s apprenticeship reform programme, launched 
in April 2017 and funded through the apprenticeship levy, aimed to 
deliver more apprenticeships of a better quality. So why is there a 
substantial amount of money in the sector’s levy pot that remains 
unused? We spoke to three ISBL members about using the levy for 
their professional development.
The answer to this question appears to be that even with 
the continued emphasis on professional development, 
school business professionals (SBPs) are coming up 
against three main barriers: (1) finding the right course, 
(2) cost of the course, and (3) time to do it.

1. Finding the right course
There are many courses available for SBPs, but finding 
the right one can still be a considerable challenge: some 
courses may not deliver exactly what you are looking 
for to take you on your preferred career path, meaning 
you may have to ‘dive’ into an area you are not totally 
familiar with to get the credentials you want; some 
courses are not well advertised; and many are not in 
your nearby location, meaning time away from home 
is a factor that has to be considered.

Cathryn Watson, School Business Manager at 
Newsham Primary School in Northumberland, states that 
being a member of ISBL helped her when selecting her 
BA (Hons) apprenticeship in School Business Leadership 

at Chester University. “The SBP role is being more 
widely recognised, and more and more courses and 
opportunities for CPD are becoming available. 
However, it is not always obvious where these can 
be accessed and what they entail, and I would never 
have known about my degree course had it not been 
advertised through ISBL. Without memberships of 
organisations such as ISBL and NAHT, I am not sure 
where else SBPs would find access to relevant courses/
online training. Membership of a professional body 
can play an integral role in developing this further.”

2. Course cost
Once you have found a suitable course, there’s then the 
issue of how it is going to be paid for. Budgets continue 
to be very tight, and therefore training opportunities may 
not take priority, but this is where the apprenticeship 
levy can help.

All employers with a pay bill in excess of £3m per 
year contribute 0.5 per cent of their pay bill to the 

Cathryn Watson

OVERCOMING 
THE 
BARRIERS
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apprenticeship levy, with a top up of 10 per cent from the 
Government. The contributions are then available to put 
towards staff training costs.

Claire Pritchard, Chief Executive Officer at Plantsbrook 
Learning Trust in Sutton Coldfield, utilised the levy 
for her Level 7 Senior Leader Apprenticeship via the 
National College of Education and would encourage all 
fellow SBPs to use the levy to further their continuing 
professional development (CPD). “We are amazing at 
protecting a budget and promoting the importance of 
professional development in education,” says Claire, 
“but we don’t consider ourselves ‘entitled’ to the same 
investment as our education counterparts. We have 
to change this mindset. We are the ‘engine room’ of 
schools, and if we don’t invest in our own advancement 
and update our knowledge, then we fail to be of value 
to those we are supporting.

“The levy is money readily available to contribute to 
professional development, and if we don’t spend it, 
then it gets returned to HMRC. It is our responsibility 
as SBPs to make sure we get appropriate funding for 
ourselves and the wider workforce. How about we look 
on it as a moral responsibility to ensure that public 
funding allocated to education is spent on education?”

3. Finding the time
Once you have found the right course and organised 
its financing through the apprenticeship levy, there’s 
then the issue of time. Undertaking an apprenticeship 
requires 20 per cent (one day a week) off-the-job 
training, whether that’s time at home to study or time 
away at face-to-face tuition. For many SBPs, this is 
a major barrier, as Emma Whysall, School Business 
Manager at Wavendon Gate School in Milton Keynes, 
states. “I did the School Business Professional Level 
4 qualification via an apprenticeship with SERCO, and 
the 20 per cent off work was very difficult. One of the 
biggest challenges for SBPs is managing time because 
there is always so much to do. You therefore have to be 
even better at managing your time and workload when 
you are in school because you are away 20 per cent of 
the time each week.

“My course was based in Reading,” continues Emma, 
“and I attended five single days’ tuition there. I found 
being out of school the best way to learn, and having 
a community that you got to meet at the awaydays was 
a great support. It was well worth travelling for, and 
utilising the apprenticeship levy is a fantastic way of 
achieving a qualification.”

Cathryn had a lot further to travel for her apprenticeship 
at the University of Chester’s Warrington campus. 
However, the university planned the taught sessions on 
a Monday, enabling all students to travel on a Sunday 
afternoon and stay overnight. She then travelled home 
after the last session and was back in work the following 

day. “My team worked hard to enable me to have the 
time away from my job, and although I checked emails 
throughout the day when I was at the university, they 
covered all my daily tasks. We communicated at the 
end of my awayday to bring me up to speed for the next 
working day.” 

Claire Pritchard

Emma Whysall

“We are the ‘engine room’ of schools, and if we don’t invest in our own 
advancement and update our knowledge, then we fail to be of value 
to those we are supporting.”

Time to make use of the levy
Emma, Cathryn and Claire had their courses fully 
funded by the apprenticeship levy. “My apprenticeship 
cost £6,000,” says Emma. “It was paid from the 
Milton Keynes apprenticeship levy account, which 
comprised contributions from the council and all of 
the locally maintained schools.” Cathryn’s course fee 
of £9,000 was paid for by Northumberland local 
authority’s (LA) levy. “To be successful with the funding 
via the local authority, we had to put a business case 
forward. I agreed to be a trailblazer for the LA if they 
required me to talk or share anything with other 
schools in the authority.”

Claire’s course cost £27,000, which was a large sum 
of money for her trust to find. However, she was fully 
aware of the apprenticeship levy and “very conscious 
that my trust was drastically underutilising it, as do 
many other trusts and LAs. I made a definite decision 
that I would only complete a formal qualification if it 
was funded through the levy.”

So, with the knowledge that your school may be 
contributing to the levy, is it time you or a member of 
your team follow in Emma, Cathryn and Claire’s 
footsteps and make the most of your professional 
development opportunities?

Value of the courses
For each of our three contributors, their courses have provided 
many benefits.
Emma says, “I had never been a school business manager, so undertaking 
the course was a huge benefit to the school and my own professional 
development. It helped me with Governor meetings and reports and the 
principles of the main parts to the job. I learnt a lot.”

“It has made me a much more thoughtful leader,” says Claire. “I have a 
deeper understanding of the theory behind my actions and can bring other 
leadership tools to the table depending on the situation.”

Cathryn concurs. “The course has given me the confidence to be able to 
join in with discussions and understand pedagogical and practical aspects 
of leadership, whilst developing the ability to highlight new government 
practices and legislation.”

For more information on the apprenticeships and providers available, 
visit: https://isbl.org.uk/Training/Apprenticeship.aspx

www.instituteforapprenticeships.org
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AMERICA’S EDUCATIONAL 
RESPONSE TO COVID
Elleka Yost, Government Affairs & Communications Manager at ASBO 
International, discusses the political and educational challenges of 
school business professionals in the United States during COVID-19.

The Association of School Business Officials (ASBO) 
International is ISBL’s sister association based in the 
United States (US), and its members serve various 
schooling systems with differing funding sources, 
governance structures, and educational standards. 
In the US, most school business professionals (SBPs) 
work in traditional public-school systems or districts, 
which are like UK multi-academy trusts (MATs) that 
oversee public or ‘regular government’ schools.

American public education is funded through a 
combination of federal, state, and local taxes. 
Public-school districts receive 8–10 per cent of their 
funding from the federal government, and a roughly 
even split of the remaining funding comes from their 
state and local government.

Whereas SBPs in the UK often work for one school/
trust, in the US they typically operate at the district 
level. SBPs report directly to the superintendent, and 
while they are, first and foremost, responsible for 
school district finances, they wear many different hats in 
terms of general operations, and their roles vary across 
districts according to enrolment levels, staffing capacity, 
resources, and community needs.

Elleka Yost

This pie chart depicts how US schools are funded 
by all government levels.

Federal

8%

46%

46%

Local State

School District Funding
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As members of ISBL, you are invited to be part of the global network and access our COVID-19 blog and 
‘All Members Community’ at no additional cost. Please contact info@isbl.org.uk for further details and to 
join the conversation.

The US response to COVID
Several factors must be considered when trying to 
understand US federal, state, and local responses to the 
COVID-19 pandemic, the role that school districts play 
in those responses, and why education delivery models 
and school closure/reopening decisions vary across the 
nation and are fragmented within the states.

The first factor is the push-and-pull power dynamic 
between local school districts and state and federal 
governments regarding ‘local control’ over education. 
District leaders are focused on their community’s needs 
but are challenged by ever-increasing state and federal 
regulations, underfunded mandates, and conflicting 
political agendas.

Another factor is the transition of COVID-19 from a 
health crisis into a major economic crisis, alongside 
a presidential election year when American politics 
was more polarised than ever. Against this backdrop, 
the US was wrestling with widespread unrest, high 
unemployment, wildfires, and health and education 
institutions that could not respond to the pandemic as 
nimbly as required.

In early spring 2020, when nations started shutting 
borders and planning how to mitigate viral spread, 
US state and local leaders naturally turned to the 
federal government for direction. Although the Trump 
administration implemented some control measures, 
the timing was no match because the virus spread 
unchecked across the country. By the time tests were 
developed and distributed, COVID-19 cases and deaths 
were climbing quickly, and state governors were left to 
navigate the crisis without clear guidance beyond loose 
federal guidelines and frameworks. Some states relied 
on science and medical expertise to guide their response 
and recovery efforts; others allowed economic and 
political agendas to lead the way.

In some states, the decision to close schools rested 
more with superintendents and school boards than with 
governors, which sometimes created local and state 
conflicts. In other states, districts worked in tandem with 
state leaders and health authorities, uniting to implement 
widespread mandates on closing schools and businesses, 
mandating masks, and taking other health precautions.

In terms of the overall US COVID-19 response, 
each state operated like its own country, with varied 
responses throughout, including how to feed, educate, 
and care for students along the way.

In March 2020, the US Congress passed several 
stimulus packages in response to the pandemic to 
support employers, address unemployment, and 
provide emergency funding to states, cities, and schools. 
However, more aid was required because it became 
clear that decreased consumption, rising unemployment, 
and other factors were ravaging tax revenue sources 

that state and local governments rely on to fund public 
services, including education.

After having spent several trillion dollars in stimulus 
relief to respond to the crisis, with no certain timeline 
on vaccine development or deliverability in sight, many 
elected officials grew hesitant to provide more aid. 
The federal government’s interest in continuing to assist 
state and local governments dwindled. Meanwhile, 
school district leaders were forced to make difficult 
financial decisions to keep school budgets balanced, 
unsure if more aid was on the horizon.

As we go to print (early January), a new US 
administration is on the way. President-elect Joe Biden is 
working closely with his federal agency transition team 
to review current government projects and initiatives, 
recruit new employees to serve under his administration, 
and prepare incoming cabinet members for their new 
roles. He has expressed the need for a far greater federal 
role in managing the pandemic and helping schools 
reopen safely, making this a top priority for his first 
100 days in office. Readers can learn more about Biden’s 
policy priorities by visiting https://buildbackbetter.gov.

Meeting the challenge
So where do SBPs in the US currently stand? They are 
navigating the many layers of politics as they determine 
how to reopen schools safely, fully understanding the 
critical role that schools play in their communities and 
in restarting the economy. They are juggling conflicting 
guidance, competing priorities and agendas, and 
overwhelming financial pressures as they allocate 
what precious resources they have to care for, feed, 
and educate students. SBPs are focusing on the ‘whole 
child’ more than ever before, knowing that students 
cannot learn without being fed, without a safe space free 
from illness, and without reliable devices and internet 
connectivity to succeed in remote learning conditions. 
They continue to advocate for their students, no matter 
the challenges that lie ahead. 

“In some states, the decision to close schools rested more with superintendents and 
school boards than with governors, which sometimes created local and state conflicts.”
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We were delighted that more than 200 practitioners 
welcomed the transition to a virtual conference and 
supported the event through their attendance. The level 
of engagement was overwhelmingly positive, and the 
nature of the Zoom platform with its chat function meant 
that the delegate interaction was still possible and the 
discussions that took place were invaluable to both 
delegates and the Institute in providing live sector issues.

This rich virtual dialogue has allowed us to witness the 
pulse of the profession in a way that has previously been 
more difficult to gauge at live events, and we hope to be 
able to harness this interaction in future events as we 
start to develop the 2021 programme of events.

The virtual platform did not diminish the wealth of 
headline speakers in any way, and we were still able to 
deliver the planned speakers who provided inspirational 
insights from a range of perspectives.

Baroness Berridge’s address to delegates specifically 
thanked school business professionals (SBPs) for their 
critical role during the pandemic. She also confirmed that 
resource management remains a key Department for 
Education priority and highlighted the very positive impact 
of the school resource management adviser (SRMA) 
initiative, which many of you have been involved in.

A VIRTUAL SUCCESS
WE CERTAINLY UNLEASHED OUR POTENTIAL 
USING THE POWER OF TECHNOLOGY AT LAST 
YEAR’S VIRTUAL NATIONAL CONFERENCE

Despite the obstacles placed in our way by the pandemic, meaning we 
couldn’t gather in Birmingham in our traditional way, we were able to 
adapt the delivery style and produce a virtual event that still provided the 
same high-quality content and specialist speakers.

“We were delighted that more than 200 
practitioners welcomed the transition to a virtual 
conference and supported the event through 
their attendance.”
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Baroness Berridge also made a commitment to raise 
concerns over professional parity and any language 
that excludes SBPs as credible senior education leaders. 
She was clear in her address that she sees all SBPs as 
important system leaders. Additionally, she appeared 
sympathetic to the concerns raised by delegates 
about the ongoing financial challenges caused by 
the pandemic. (For those unable to attend the 
conference, you can read the transcript of her full speech 
at http://bit.ly/BBtranscript.)

Educational leadership coach Diana Osagie delivered 
an inspirational and impassioned speech, describing 
members of the school business leadership community 
as “captains in the army of change” who “propel the 
nation’s children into their greatness”. Given the 
immensely challenging circumstances that you all 
confronted head-on during 2020, Diana’s address was 
a timely and powerful acknowledgement that the vital 
role you perform is something to be valued, lauded and 
given due prominence. ISBL has developed a motivating 
blog from her session, which is available to read at 
https://isbl.org.uk/Blog/Aye-Aye-Captain!.aspx.

Finally, Baroness Karren Brady delivered a calm, 
considered inspirational leadership session, asking 
people to recognise the power they have to influence 
and make change in their lives. Asking the audience to 
be courageous, confident and collaborative leaders, 
she provided a wealth of insights from her own career 
and encouraged people to be ambitious for themselves 
and their organisation, to engage the entire team, and 
to ensure everyone is clear on the ambitions of the 
organisation and the role they and others play.

Baroness Brady closed her session using the 
following quote from Calvin Coolidge, which provided 
an opportunity for reflection. “Nothing in the world can 
take the place of persistence. Talent will not; nothing 
is more common than unsuccessful men with talent. 
Genius will not; unrewarded genius is almost a proverb. 
Education will not; the world is full of educated derelicts. 
Persistence and determination alone are omnipotent.”

In addition to the headline speakers, the conference 
also offered a wealth of informative content from our 
suppliers, partners and ISBL Fellows, who provided 
many of the practitioner-focused workshop sessions. 
The development and delivery of the national conference 
via a virtual platform meant that the majority of content 
could be recorded and then hosted for people to watch 
again or visit all of the sessions. This has added additional 
value to the event because delegates were able to access 
all of the available CPD rather than cherry-pick. 

Hosting the virtual conference has provided us with significant learning about 
the value of virtual delivery, and we hope that over the coming weeks and 
months we can share more content via remote channels, making CPD more 
accessible to practitioners across the country.

We want to ensure that as a vaccine allows us to plan for delivering 
physical events again in the future, we don’t miss the opportunities that the 
virtual event has provided in allowing SBPs who would not usually be able to 
attend (owing to travel, time and costs) to participate in future conferences; 
we will therefore be exploring hybrid models. We hope to announce the 
details of this year’s national conference during March, so make sure you 
bookmark the date: 11–12 November 2021.

The 2020 national conference marked the passing of the 
mantle from Matthew Clements-Wheeler to Stephen 
Lester MBE in the role of Chair of Trustees. Matthew has 
led the Institute for the last two years and has left the 
organisation in a much stronger position than when 
he took on the role, galvanising practitioners, trustees 
and the executive team during his period of office. 
Stephen will now take on the role, and with his strong 
reputation at both a regional and national level, we have 
no doubt he will steer us to further success.

The ISBL board of trustees has acknowledged 
Matthew’s significant contribution to the organisation 
by awarding him Companion status, which is the 
highest tier of ISBL membership and is only attainable 
by invitation from the Institute’s board of trustees.

Matthew 
Clements-Wheeler

Baroness Berridge Baroness Karren BradyDiana Osagie

The winners of this year’s Chief Executive Awards for Exceptional Contributions 
to School Business Leadership were also announced during the national virtual 
conference. We would like to acknowledge these recipients here because they 
have each made significant contributions in raising the status of the profession 
and in supporting collaboration across school business professionals.

The 2020 winners are:
• Cheryl Campbell – 

Thomas Tallis School/ABBLed.
• Helen Burge – 

The Priority Learning Trust.

• Adrienne Laing – 
The Challenge Academy Trust.

• Matthew Smith MBE – 
Sheringham Woodfields School.

Cheryl Campbell Helen Burge Adrienne Laing Matthew Smith MBE

Stephen Lester MBE
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Continuing professional development is an important part of a school 
business professional’s role. Mary Acland, retired School Business 
Manager, ISBL Fellow and School Resource Management Adviser, 
discusses why continually developing her skills and knowledge was key 
to her success. 

THE VALUE 
OF PROFESSIONAL 
DEVELOPMENT
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When the National Association of School Business 
Management (NASBM) became ISBL in November 2017, 
Mary was in no doubt that becoming an institute would 
give school business professionals (SBPs) the recognition 
they had earned. Three years on from that transition, 
Mary is confident that it was the right decision. “As an 
institute, ISBL is now able to underpin and quality assure 
the professional development offered to SBPs and has 
put them on a level with other leaders in education.”

Mary mentions professional development in her words 
above, and it is this that she is so passionate about. “While I 
have been working with schools in my role as a School 
Resource Management Adviser (SRMA), I have noticed that 
some people have done training without thinking about 
how they will apply it in school. Qualifications are fine but 
unless you can apply them they mean nothing. People need 
to be certain before they do any training that they can 
make use of the qualifications because, as the saying goes, 
‘you can know the cost of everything but the value of 
nothing’. I cannot stress the importance of that enough.”

Mary certainly knows plenty about qualifications, with 
a rewarding career underpinned by her own continuing 
professional development (CPD). She left school in 1960, 
before taking her GCEs, because she wanted to get into 
the business world and “do it for real.” Mary became 
an administration trainee at Horlicks Ltd, a food and 
pharmaceutical manufacturing company in Slough and 
continued her accounting studies at Slough College of 
Further Education

Within three months at Horlicks, a vacancy became 
available for a bought ledger clerk. “Having studied 
bookkeeping at school, I was chosen for the position,” 
says Mary, and she was soon promoted to junior 
accountant. “My line manager was always ready to help 
me and taught me extensively on the job. He once said 
I asked more questions than all the office put together, 
but I was just keen to learn.”

In this new role, Mary learned about budgets, cost 
accounting, quarterly management accounts, profit and 
loss accounts, fixed asset registers, depreciation and 
more. However, when Horlicks was acquired by 
Beechams, Mary chose redundancy because she was 
moving away from Slough, leaving the company 
‘qualified by experience’, which was generally accepted 
in the 1970s as an alternative to formal qualification.

Stepping into education
Having returned to Slough in 1972 and then had her 
children, Mary was approached in 1983 by the head teacher 
of her children’s school – James Elliman Middle School1 – 
asking if she could help when the lady responsible for 
the accounts was on long-term sick leave. “I accepted this 
temporary clerical assistant role. It was 2.5 hours per day, 
term-time only, and it was only expected to last a year. 
It was, in fact, the start of 30+ years at the school.”

The clerical assistant role involved managing capitation 
expenditure only, plus other office duties including 
order requisitions, checking invoices, and monitoring 
expenditure for reporting to Berkshire County Council.

Mary continued in this role for three years until Local 
Management of Schools (LMS) was introduced, when 
she became the school’s Finance Officer. “LMS was the 
beginning of tremendous changes in the sector. To take 
on the challenge of these changes, Mary was encouraged 
by her head teacher to do as much training as she could. 

“I enjoyed the changes and the responsibility they 
brought. I did many courses in preparation for LMS, 
including those that helped me gain the skills to move 
from manual to computerised accounting.”

Training and development
As Mary’s career progressed, opportunities to undertake 
further professional development arose. In 2002, Mary 
gained The Certificate of Professional Development in 
School Bursarship, certificated by Lincoln University, 
which enabled her to become a licentiate of the National 
Bursars Association (NBA), the predecessor to NASBM. 
This certification also gave Mary membership of the 
Institute of Administration Management.

Mary also did a NCSL School Leadership College 
Course around 2008/09 and both courses, funded by the 
DfE, helped Mary broaden her appreciation of school 
leadership and gave her more confidence to sometimes 
be the lone voice of business leadership.

In 2009, as a Licentiate of the NBA, Mary automatically 
became a NASBM Fellow, which, she says, “was an 
outward acknowledgement of the level of competence 
I had reached in school business leadership.” Following 
her semi-retirement in 2014, she became a self-employed 
Education Finance and School Business Management 
Consultant and an SRMA.

“I believed there was a great need for the SRMA role 
and it interested me. I felt I could use my experience to 
help schools that were struggling with their resource 
management, and when I joined early in the pilot scheme 
I had some very interesting and challenging deployments. 
However, not only was I helping schools but I was also 
gaining further knowledge from working alongside 
Education and Skills Funding Agency colleagues.”

Right up to her full retirement, Mary was still learning. 

Mary Acland

The need to invest in CPD
Whilst Mary originally developed in a more informal 
way, she is aware that this is not possible today. 
“A more structured way of learning is now essential 
prior to joining a school but it is paramount that this 
is seen only as the beginning and must be built on.

“CPD is therefore essential,” says Mary. “It is 
essential to keep up to date with changing practices, 
government requirements and education changes, 
so time should be set aside to do CPD. Time should 
also be given to imparting knowledge and experience 
to others in your team, and in other schools, helping 
them develop and work together as a successful 
support team.

“As a SBP, you can be instrumental in making and 
leading a successful team around you that makes the 
best use of resources to create a pleasant learning 
environment for the staff and pupils to work in.”

Info

1 Over the 30 years that Mary worked at 
her school, it progressed from James 
Elliman Middle School to James Elliman 
School (becoming a conventional 
primary school) and then became part 
of The Park Federation Academy Trust 
in 2013.
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DIVERSITY MATTERS
A diverse workforce doesn’t necessarily equal a fair and inclusive one. 
Most organisations tend to consider themselves open-minded and 
progressive, but what is the benefit to Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic 
professionals working in organisations if a diverse range of needs are not 
properly understood, nurtured and included?
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Dr Fiona Creaby

How can we deepen our understanding of the 
potential institutional barriers that may exist within 
our organisations through commonly accepted norms 
and standards of practice, and how can this influence 
the contribution and progression of diverse individuals 
within our organisations?

ISBL is aware that inclusion is a persistent issue 
in school business leadership. To that end, ISBL has 
undertaken further analysis of its Workforce Survey 
(WFS) Report1, published in 2020, to identify any 
specific differences or unique barriers for ethnically 
diverse professionals.

Department for Education (DfE) statistics cite that 
92 per cent of head teachers [key decision-makers] 
are likely to be from a White British background 
and predominantly male. When considering career 
advancement, these statistics raise questions as to 
the promotional opportunities available for ethnically 
diverse professionals. With this in mind, the WFS 
focused on the key areas important to school business 
professionals (SBPs), obtaining practitioners’ views on 
professional development, representation, advocacy 
and influencing policy. ISBL CEO Stephen Morales 
explains. “This is the start of a much-needed 
conversation. We went beyond ISBL membership so 
we could obtain an honest appraisal of our proposition 
from regions across the country. The findings have 
helped us better understand the needs and aspirations 
of our professional community and will help shape our 
future strategy.”

Dr Fiona Creaby, Senior Lecturer at Manchester 
Metropolitan University, was part of the academic team 
that undertook the WFS analysis. With a specific focus on 
what it can illuminate in relation to ethnicity within the 
profession, a further analysis provides additional insights. 

Key findings from engagement with ethnically diverse 
SBPs are also shared to deepen understanding about 
personal career journeys and provide valuable insights 
into ethnic diversity within the school business profession.

Not seen or heard
If we look past the data and closely inspect the culture, 
what does it tell us? Is the leadership representative of the 
workforce and society? Are there disparities between pay 
rates among different ethnicities? Do all employees feel 
comfortable in their environment? Are they treated fairly?

Fiona explains, “We know that across most industries 
– including education – senior leadership tends 
to be heavily populated by men from White ethnic 
backgrounds. Within the school business profession, 
we know there is a huge female dominance and 
that many report how they struggle with voice and 
recognition in matters of school leadership. So, there’s 
already a question about gender and voice.” But what 
about ethnicity? Most illuminating to Fiona was talking 
to people, listening to their stories and asking questions 
about what they observe in their setting that suggests 
diversity and inclusion.

She continues, “It’s an interesting tension for a female-
dominated profession to navigate, and especially for 
colleagues from ethnically diverse backgrounds. 
Barriers to career advancement are intersectional, 
and when it comes to ethnicity, we must also consider 
a range of factors that influence the inclusion of 
ethnically diverse professionals, such as gender, class 
and education. For example, the intersection between 
ethnicity and gender features in the research, requiring 
further exploration. In school leadership, having 
inclusive representation is important to explore issues 
such as this, to generate opportunities and diversify  

of head teachers 
[key decision-makers] 
are likely to be from 
A WHITE BRITISH 
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decision-making. This is why we need to have these 
important conversations because they create a space 
for voice, and for listening, that can lead to a deeper 
understanding, broaden perspectives, and start to 
influence change.

Regarding the data [feedback], it is quite complicated 
to gather the stats because the policy landscape has 
diversified the system over time, creating so many 
different roles in different school settings. There is no 
whole-population data that tells us how many SBPs 
there are, who they are, where they are and exactly 
what they do, unlike the available DfE teacher workforce 
data. ISBL’s WFS is therefore a great starting point in 
beginning to build data because 939 respondents based 
across a range of school types were involved, which is 
the broadest data set available to us at this point.

However, while three per cent of respondents 
identifying as ethnically diverse was a really good effort 
in terms of going beyond the previous limited data on 
ethnicity, we can’t generalise based on this data set 
because we recognise we cannot know if this is truly 
representative of ethnicity in the profession. We also 
appreciate that ethnicity percentages vary dramatically 
for the working population across geographical boroughs 
and are therefore also likely to vary for people working in 
roles connected with school business management.

So, it’s not a conclusion; rather, it’s a question to 
further explore, with the three per cent basically shining 
a spotlight on the areas where we need to ask more 
questions of whether this is reflective of the sector. 
It also invites us to capture voice in alternative ways 
from those we may not be reaching through surveying.

“It’s an issue that has been far too silent for far too 
long, in my opinion, and this research serves as the 
start of an important conversation and a call for action,” 
continues Fiona. “Over time, policy shift, performance 
expectations, and education workforce remodelling have 
consistently resulted in new responsibilities for schools 
to manage, bringing opportunities for upskilling and 
promotion. The last two decades have been a period of 
tremendous growth and professionalisation for school 
business leadership, with many positive outcomes at 
local levels through effective resource management.”

This research, however, has illuminated an area we 
need to explore further: the potential for institutional 
barriers that can influence recruitment and career 
development for those from ethnically diverse 
backgrounds. Fiona adds, “aside from issues of voice and 
recognition, one aspect I have come across is a historical 
preference for ‘school-specific experience’ within SBP 
recruitment processes, resulting in lengthy journeys 
into the profession for those outside of education and 
a struggle for those within in changing school type to 
achieve career advancement. This is perhaps slowly 
changing, maybe with MATs, but there does appear 
to be a lingering legacy when talking to practitioners, 
with stories shared in this research supporting this. 
This raises questions about recruitment in general but 
also highlights how a lack of ethnic diversity can be 
potentially compounded if the tendency is to recruit from 
within a sector already lacking in such diversity.”

The ethnicity stats from the DfE in relation to school 
leadership leads us to question how diversity and inclusion 
appear to prospective talent and how this motivates 
people’s interest in joining the sector and for current SBPs 
seeking career advancement. It is an area that requires 
further exploration as to how we can promote inclusion, 
and it stimulates questions around SLT diversity.

The assumptions
Just three per cent (28 people) identified as ethnically 
diverse, which influenced ISBL to put forward four key 
questions that could have the potential to be magnified 
amongst those from Black, Asian, Mixed or Minority 
Ethnic backgrounds.

To inform this process, ISBL engaged with the BAMEed 
Network2 (Black, Asian & Minority Ethnic Educators) 
and with the newly formed ABBLed3 (the Association 
of BAME Business Leaders in Education), set up in 
May 2020, to acknowledge the absence of minorities in 
SBP positions in schools. Both groups provided insight 
into areas of analysis that may be helpful when engaging 
with and discussing the career development of SBPs from 
ethnically diverse backgrounds.
Four areas of assumption were identified:
1. The WFS illuminated a nuanced gender pay gap. 

Is there any evidence of pay disparity in relation 
to ethnicity?

2. The WFS highlighted a theme of SBPs struggling to 
gain recognition as credible leaders and coequals 
amongst other senior pedagogical staff; does 
ethnicity have any influence on this theme?

3. With half of all WFS respondents not involved in 
coaching and mentoring activity, is this the same for 
respondents identifying as from Black, Asian, Mixed 
or Minority Ethnic backgrounds?

4. The WFS analysis suggested a link between 
qualification levels and career mobility within the 
sector. Is this also the case for those identifying as 
from Black, Asian, Mixed/Multiple or Other Minority 
Ethnic backgrounds?

In general, the WFS showed low diversity across the 
profession and that we all need to do more to encourage 
diversity. Dr Creaby expands, “Themes emerging highlight 
key tensions relating to recruitment and selection, SLT 
diversity and strategic participation, cultural awareness, 
and understanding.”
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But true diversity is not a standalone initiative, a box-
ticking exercise or a form of progress without 
substance. A diverse workforce in a culture where 
those characteristics are not included has failed before 
it has begun.

Cheryl Campbell, the Founder of ABBLed, was 
surprised by the results. “I think I always knew that the 
percentage would be low, but I wasn’t prepared for it to 
be only three per cent. Being from London, I probably 
have a slightly skewed perspective: I’m sure the London 
representation is higher, but probably not by very much.

“As a School Business Leader, I very much feel I have 
a responsibility to set an example to the pupils within 
my school community. They need to see that the people 
leading schools can come from a variety of backgrounds 
and not just conform to a single stereotype of what a 
senior leader should look like. And I am compelled to 
encourage diversity in the profession so that those pupils 
in less diverse parts have a broader view of the world 
and are prepared for going out into wider society when 
they leave school.”

ABBLed is for all ethnicities. The aim is to bring people 
together who can work to tackle the issues within the 
profession. “It’s just as important for White SBPs to be 
aware of the demographic as it is for ethnically diverse 
SBPs,” says Cheryl. “Only once we recognise and 
highlight the issues can we work together to identify and 
explore what is causing the inequalities and come up 
with solutions for how we move towards a level playing 
field. We need to work together. ABBLed is just one 
organisation trying to make changes. There are many 
more starting to pop up, and by working together, we 
will strengthen the voice of school business leadership, 
working to be a fully inclusive profession.”

Why is it problematic?
We know there are ethnicity challenges, and this 
provides a starting point on the areas where we need 
to focus our attention. As the CIPD4 highlights, career 
advancement can be more problematic for ethnically 
diverse professionals, and with recruitment selection 
practices, once in position, even though generally 
similarly qualified, or in some cases more highly 
qualified than others, a struggle in progressing up the 
ladder is apparent.

“There is great talent within the profession, with 
examples of SBPs acting in advisory roles and as 
mentors, but we know it is an ageing profession, and we 
have to look at the pipeline and where we are attracting 
people from, be that promotions, graduates or sector 
changers,” says Fiona. “We also know there have been 
issues of retention because of a lack of voice for some 
SBPs, who have left the profession. There is such a range 
of talent from different backgrounds inside and outside 
of schools, be that ethnic group, gender, sexuality or 
ability. If extensive ‘outside’ experience doesn’t appear 
as useful as those with ‘inside’ experience, or if those 
who are ‘inside’ are constantly overlooked by some 
contexts, who and what might we be missing if we don’t 
look more broadly?”

Fiona adds, “If there are not many people like you 
in the sector or in a school, you may not see it as an 
attractive option or a place to progress, or there may be 
assumptions made about your ‘fit’ that are not reflective 

of what you can offer or how you feel. We have to think 
about how we attract people to the profession and also 
how we retain the people we have and continue to help 
them grow.”

The significance of avoiding tokenism and stereotyping 
were also important considerations. “The data we have 
so far, and the experiences shared in this research, 
suggest it is harder for ethnically diverse professionals to 
get an ‘in’ to SLT meetings, with fewer than 40 per cent 
of Asian or Black respondents reporting the same level 
of attendance at, and participation in, SLT meetings as 
their White counterparts – and, if invited, also reporting 
challenges in being heard.

“We know that having voice in school leadership is 
problematic for SBPs and is a commonly experienced 
frustration that poses a central question, which is further 
complicated for ethnically diverse professionals: Why is 
their voice not being heard?”

A new beginning
Attitudes/lack of awareness towards cultural expression, 
celebration and tradition are barriers for recruitment, 
career progression and role retention. If we are 
perpetuating the same system, how are we ever going to 
make it more diverse in terms of gender, ethnicity, race, 
class, background, sexuality and education? We need to 
become a group of people to challenge, allow conflict, 
and hear what is and isn’t being said. It’s the cusp of the 
journey, one that Fiona is meeting with some optimism.

Stephen Morales concurs. “It really comes down to 
how we value each other as people and the importance of 
taking that time to step back and listen to others whose 
life experiences may be different to our own. It’s so 
important we speak up on issues related to diversity and 
inclusion, and we must ensure we afford people from all 
backgrounds the same opportunity and access.

“We are facilitating an important ongoing 
dialogue with practitioners, sector leaders, education 
organisations and the DfE and need to seize this 
moment and encourage a more regular and honest 
exchange of perspectives.” 

“Attitudes/lack of awareness towards cultural 
expression, celebration and tradition are 
barriers for recruitment, career progression and 
role retention.”

Cheryl Campbell

1 Exploring Ethnicity: School Business Leadership in England. 
https://isbl.org.uk/Resource/Sector-research.aspx

2 BAMEed – The Network of Black, Asian & Minority Ethnic 
Educators. www.bameednetwork.com

3 ABBLed – The Association of BAME Business Leaders in 
Education. https://abbled.org

4 CIPD (2017) Addressing the barriers to BAME employee 
career progression to the top. www.cipd.co.uk/knowledge/
fundamentals/relations/diversity/bame-career-progressionInfo
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In the Autumn 2020 issue, the 
Mergers and Growths article 
discussed why the sustainable 
development of multi-academy 
trusts may be the key to 
long-term success. This issue, 
we follow-up with ten pieces of 
advice for new multi-academy 
trust leaders.
PrimarySite’s report entitled Sustainable Growth in 
Multi Academy Trusts (MATs)1 asked interviewees to 
think about the advice they would give to a new chief 
executive officer (CEO) of a growing school trust. 
The advice provides valuable insight into what it means 
to be an effective school trust leader.
1. Strategy – A clear vision and strategic plan looking 

three to five years ahead, together with setting 
clear metrics that measure progress and impact. 
Achieving these should be a key focus for the leader 
of the school trust.

2. Constant change – Don’t be afraid to change. 
The ability to adapt is a sign of success, not failure. 
Accept that education policy and funding may 
well change.

3. Add value – Focus on growth where it adds value 
to the school trust and aligns with vision and values. 
Growth should not be at ‘any cost’.

4. Board support – Work closely with the Board and 
accept that although robust discussion is good, you 
need to be going in the same direction. Ensure you 
have access to the right mix of skills on the Board.

5. Finance – Have a good handle on the finances and 
run the school trust on sound commercial principles.

6. Communication and culture – Create a positive 
work culture and invest time in establishing good 
communication channels.

7. Skills need to develop – Accept that the skills and 
expertise in the school trust need to evolve as the 
trust grows and develops.

8. Support and challenge – Find yourself a ‘dialogue 
partner’, possibly another MAT CEO or someone 
recently retired, who is sufficiently distant from the 
day-to-day so that they can provide proper, robust 
professional challenge. An executive coach could 
also be an option. Be prepared for them to suggest 
the unthinkable.

9. Best practice – Learn from other school trusts 
(particularly those further down the line) but avoid 
continual comparison with other trusts.

10. External affairs – Adopt an outward-facing stance 
and be prepared to work with other school trusts, the 
local authority, your Regional Schools Commissioner 
(RSC) and other stakeholders as relevant. 

“The advice provides valuable 
insight into what it means to be 
an effective school trust leader.”

Info
1 PrimarySite’s research report, Sustainable Growth in 

Multi Academy Trusts, can be downloaded from: 
https://primarysite.net/matgrowthresearch

ADVICE FOR THE 
TRUST LEADER
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Did COVID-19 catch you underprepared or completely unprepared? 
Karen Starr, Emeritus Professor in Education Leadership at Deakin 
University in Melbourne, provides her thoughts on whether school 
business professionals could have ever been risk-prepared for COVID-19.
‘Pandemic’ has always been included on the risk register, 
but did we ever believe it would happen? I, for one, did 
not, and others probably had similar thoughts because 
‘pandemic’ was always last on a long list of possible 
hazards on the risk management inventory.

Each year, we went through the risk exercise, 
assessing, monitoring and devising means by which 
we would avert or ‘manage’ potential risks. Using risk 
assessment tools and, very often, risk consultants, 
we established our ‘risk profile’ and ‘risk appetite’. 
There were multiple risks to be managed, for example 
strategic, teaching and learning, market, reputational, 

operational, financial, asset, technological, security, 
workforce, regulatory, and governance. We identified 
potential risk scenarios or ‘events’, ranked their 
probability and ascribed a consequence rating, with each 
risk being assigned low, medium, high or catastrophic 
consequence. We canvassed contributing risk factors 
and their likely impacts and determined what actions 
we would implement should a risk ever emerge that 
delivered us a residual risk rating.

We considered natural risks, such as droughts, 
floods, bush fires or tornados, and other risks created 
by humans, such as social, industrial, technological 

RISK MANAGEMENT AND 
THE PANDEMIC

Karen Starr
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and moral risks. On the risk register were risks such as 
terrorism, climate change, toxic spills and worldwide 
financial meltdowns – some of which could affect 
current and future generations or have irreversible 
consequences – and, lastly, ‘pandemic’. We did all this 
and would have rated ourselves as ‘risk intelligent’.

Staying compliant
So, how useful were these annual risk exercises? For a 
long time, education leaders have felt ‘risk’ creeping up 
on them, with the number of risks to consider expanding 
continually. Risk management became an increasingly 
boring, multi-faceted, technical and time-consuming 
exercise, but one that was endured year after year after 
year to be ‘compliant’.

Leaders have felt the need to ‘watch their backs’ 
because risks, large and small, had to be managed 
and not ignored, but there was a growing sense 
that managing risk was getting increasingly riskier. 
Common sense – leaders’ traditional risk recourse – 
was no longer considered good enough, so we 
developed, expanded and annually updated our risk 
registers and action plans, which usually, and thankfully, 
were never used.

Then came COVID-19 – seemingly slowly at first, 
before launching a rapid and massive attack on all 
of us. We turned to the risk register but found our 
supposedly ‘well-thought-out’ action plans to be of little 
help. We had no idea what was coming, what it would 
take to control, how long it would last, and despite our 
‘best efforts’, we were certainly underprepared and, 
probably, unprepared.

Just-in-time international supply chains failed to 
deliver essential supplies and highlighted how reliant we 
are on imports, how diminished local manufacturing had 
become, and how we will now have to adapt to reduced 
choices, limited movement, and new ways of learning, 
working, communicating, and keeping in touch.

As we are constantly reminded, we are living in 
‘unprecedented times’. COVID-19 has demonstrated 
the vulnerability of every community, the shakiness 
of our economies, increasing social inequities, the 
precariousness of casualised work and unemployment, 
the inadequacy of funding for social services such as 
health, transport and education in times of huge need, 
the instability of work, industry and enterprise, and the 
fragility of human lives.

It has been a sharp, hugely disruptive wake-up call. 
Past experience and our risk registers have not helped 
our present dilemma, and short-term political cycles and 
bureaucratic systems have been found wanting.

So, what now?
We are certainly learning a lot. Risk appetites have 
been sharpened and transformed as huge risks have 
arisen and defied our plans. But there have also 
been opportunities, and, besides the virus itself, not 
everything in COVID times has been bad.

Governments at all levels have been more inclined 
to work together to address mammoth problems. 
We can see improvements to the environment as 
pollution and noise levels decrease and we notice 
and appreciate the natural world more. Many people 
are enjoying the flexibility of working from home and 

spending more time with family. There has been an 
unusual alignment of public and private sectors, workers 
and unions, and cooperation between some countries to 
secure resources, stop hold-ups and resolve crises.

There have been glimmers of hope that social needs 
and interests are moving to front of mind. Health and 
safety are being addressed ahead of economic and 
budgetary issues, and a lot of time-consuming tasks we 
used to believe were important are now on the back 
burner where they belong. We have had to cooperate 
and trust each other more, with efforts focused on what 
really matters and makes a difference.

Downsides have been unbelievably cataclysmic, 
tragic and depressing: ruined economies, devastating 
loss of life, closed businesses and schools, 
overburdened health services and rising hospital 
statistics, a proliferation of conspiracy theories and 
fake news, national inclinations towards divisive 
protectionism and isolationism… and the list goes on.

Closer to home, education business leaders and 
their colleagues have to make difficult decisions about 
the future. Budgets, business continuity, employee 
needs and deployment, employment conditions, digital 
communications and online education, and the contents 
of essential contracts are all in the mix for rethinking. 
And maintaining mental health and morale throughout 
are more important than we ever imagined.

We are starting to realise we have to confront what 
might be a new normal. Our lives may never return to 
the way they were, and, if they do, we will never again 
take them for granted.

This plague is not going to discriminate or differentiate. 
We are all in this together. So, how effective were your 
risk plans? 

“We had no idea what was coming, what it 
would take to control, how long it would last, 
and we were certainly underprepared and, 
probably, unprepared.”
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SUFFERING IN SILENCE -- 
THE HIDDEN DISABILITY
Anxiety is a feeling of worry, fear, nervousness or unease 
about something. According to Education Support1, 
75 per cent of all education staff have faced physical or 
mental health issues in the last two years because of their 
work, and 53 per cent have considered leaving as a result. 
Penny Walters, Senior HR Consultant at Stone King, discusses 
how to support your staff with this hidden disability.
We’ve all been stressed. It may be caused by issues in 
the workplace, such as workload, performance or conflict 
with colleagues. Outside the workplace, relationships, 
family or debt problems can create anxiety. Sometimes, 
people find it more difficult to manage their worries, and 
this can impact on their day-to-day lives, both at work 
and at home. This has been exacerbated during the 
COVID-19 pandemic, and while we don’t know the full 
long-term impact of this yet, anxiety has always been 
one of the key underlying conditions impacting on 
mental health in the workplace.

It can be challenging for employers to identify if 
something is wrong because anxiety is one of the 
‘hidden disabilities’. In addition, employees’ experience 
of anxiety will vary, with some responding to it by 
bottling things up and continuing to work and others 
finding that they cannot cope and are signed off as unfit 
for work. Absenteeism for anxiety is, therefore, only 
one indicator that there is a problem. Presenteeism is 
where colleagues are attending work and ‘carrying on’ 
despite feeling overwhelmed with negative thoughts 
and a sense of being unable to cope. There is also 

Penny Walters
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strong evidence to suggest that people suffering from 
poor mental health will provide alternative reasons 
for their absence. The best advice is to be supportive 
and make adjustments where you can (as any good 
employer would).

What’s the difference?
Anxiety and depression are terms that are often used 
interchangeably. Depression is an illness with multiple 
symptoms that are experienced differently by 
individuals. Anxiety, on the other hand, is a generalised 
term given to a group of conditions including phobias, 
panic attacks, adjustment disorders, and post-traumatic 
stress disorder, but the most common is Generalised 
Anxiety Disorder (GAD).

The NHS describes anxiety as ‘a feeling of unease, 
such as worry or fear, that can be mild or severe’, and it 
can bring about a range of feelings including:
• helplessness
• guilt
• worthlessness
• low self-esteem
• poor sleep
• lack of concentration
• muscle tension
• headaches
• sweating, and
• in extreme cases, thoughts of death or suicide.

Where anxiety:
• adversely impacts on a person’s day-to-day life,
• is substantial, and
• has lasted, or is likely to last, for a year or more,

then it meets the definition of a disability as defined by 
the Equality Act 2010 and is one of nine protected 
characteristics covered by the Act. This means that the 
employer must consider reasonable adjustments to the 
employee’s role so they are not placed at a disadvantage.

How can we support our workforce?
Schools are becoming increasingly aware of the benefits 
of developing an effective culture of wellbeing in the 
workplace. This is not only positive in terms of improving 
performance, reducing sickness and increasing 
‘presenteeism’, but it actively discharges the employer’s 
duty of care to its employees.

The Health and Safety Executive states that as a 
minimum ‘It is an employer’s duty to protect the health, 
safety and welfare of their employees and other people 
who might be affected by their business. Employers must 
do whatever is reasonably practicable to achieve this’.

Effective line management is absolutely key. 
A colleague’s line manager should know their team best 
and should be able to recognise when a team member is 
exhibiting early signs of anxiety and know how to respond. 

Examples could include noticing behaviour that is out of 
character or if they have any personal circumstances that 
may be an additional consideration for them.

Managers should keep in regular contact with the team 
both on a one-to-one basis and as a group to check on their 
wellbeing, and this is particularly important during the 
COVID-19 pandemic when teams may not be co-located.

It may be appropriate to review how well equipped 
your line managers are for spotting the early signs of 
anxiety and other mental health conditions and consider 
if there are any training and development needs. 

“The best advice is to be 
supportive and make adjustments 
where you can.”

1 www.educationsupport.org.uk/
teachers-mental-health

2 Mind: www.mind.org.uk
3 Rethink Mental Illness: 

www.rethink.orgInfo

Example: 
a line manager is aware of a colleague 
with anxiety. How can they help?
Signposting the colleague to support, such as an 
Employee Assistance Service Provider (EAP) or 
counselling service, is a good starting point. 
Managers should know if these are available, what 
level of help this offers, and how employees can 
access the service. It may be relevant to recommend 
they speak to their GP and/or refer them to 
occupational health. Websites such as Mind2 and 
Rethink Mental Illness3 provide information about 
potential signs of mental ill health. They should 
also ask the employee ‘what can we do to help?’ 
This simple question is quite powerful because it may 
not have entered the employee’s mind to consider 
asking for help. It’s important that line managers 
have the knowledge and confidence to ask the 
question on the basis that there may be quick wins 
that could represent a turning point. For example, 
it may be giving someone a few hours to make 
arrangements for the care of an elderly relative. 
It may be that the employee’s workload is such that 
they do not have a reasonable work–life balance, 
so, therefore, removing some work commitments 
on a temporary or permanent basis would assist. 
Alternatively, some flexibility in their working hours 
may be supportive to them to balance domestic and 
work commitments. There is no ‘one size fits all’.

How to help those 
suffering in silence
Despite the best line management, people’s anxiety 
sometimes remains hidden and not easily visible. 
However, developing a culture where mental health 
is discussed openly and honestly without stigma is 
an effective way to encourage people to be open. 
Good examples include where managers themselves 
have been open about their own mental health and the 
strategies they use to cope. Resources to support this 
are available via Mind2 and Rethink Mental Illness.3

of education staff 
have faced 

PHYSICAL OR 
MENTAL HEALTH 

issues in the last 
two years because 

of their work

have considered 
leaving as a result

75%

53%
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A STATE OF DISTRESS: 
COVID-19’S IMPACT ON 
MENTAL HEALTH
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A report in November 2019 by Education Support, 
a charity that provides extensive health and wellbeing 
support to the education sector, highlighted that 
84 per cent of school leaders described themselves 
as stressed and more than a third of education 
professionals had experienced a mental health issue 
in the 2018/19 academic year.1

These are staggering statistics that, according to 
Sinéad McBrearty, Education Support’s Chief Executive, 
put the sector at ‘beyond crisis’. “We are,” she said, 
“in a state of distress. If the situation continues, it will 
result in burnt-out leaders on an industrial scale.”

Fast-forward a year, and there is no doubt that the 
pandemic has had a further negative impact on the 
wellbeing and mental health of many school leaders – 
and continues to do so. For staff who were already 
overworked and dealing with constant pressures, the 
scenario of suddenly running a school during lockdown 
and dealing with issues that had never happened before 
had certainly not been scheduled on the to-do list.

The strain of, firstly, living through a pandemic and, 
secondly, organising their school’s response to it, 
has certainly taken its toll, and many school business 
professionals (SBPs) have looked for help. Gemma, 
who is a Director of the Schools Advisory Service, 
which provides mental health support to educational 
professionals, explains. “During the first wave of the 
pandemic, there was a 400 per cent increase in 
enquiries about wellbeing on our online system and 
a 200 per cent increase in the number of calls for that 
time of year.”

The Schools Advisory Service works with more than 
4,000 schools and academies in the UK, and although 
the team is used to helping SBPs with their physical 
and mental wellbeing issues, more than 75 per cent 
of the enquiries were solely related to mental health. 
“Dealing with mental health issues is common,” 
continues Gemma, “but, of course, the reason behind 
the calls was new to us because they mainly related to 
conditions triggered by the pandemic. The worrying 

HR

Almost a year has passed since the 
pandemic hit, and in that time, there has 
been a considerable focus on how the 
‘new normal’ is affecting our mental health. 
John Brady and Gemma De Havilland from 
Schools Advisory Service discuss how 
their company is helping school business 
professionals with their mental wellbeing.

thing was that a much higher proportion of the 
enquires than normal were at a crisis level.” 
The enquiries included:
• being overwhelmed by lockdown
• loneliness
• fear of the impact on other health conditions
• different working environments
• pressure of home-life/work balance
• being overworked
• financial concerns, and
• anxiety about returning to work.

In response, Schools Advisory Service has added new 
services (see panel) to the wellbeing package already 
offered to its policyholders, all related to helping 
with stress and mental health issues. “The pandemic 
has taught everyone that health and wellbeing is the 
number-one priority,” says John Brady, who is Chairman 
of Schools Advisory Service. “That is why we have made 
so many changes to our wellbeing support since March 
2020 to ensure we are supporting our clients and their 
communities when they need it most. All these services 
were extended to all school staff, even those not named 
on the insurance policy, during the national school 
closure, and we have continued to offer this support 
during the national lockdown.”

One of the most widely used services has been 
counselling, with COVID-related enquiries peaking in 
late March 2020 (when schools closed), late May 
(when staff were anxious about returning to work in June 
when some classes reopened), and late August 2020 

“There was a 400 per cent increase in enquiries 
about wellbeing on our online system and 
a 200 per cent increase in the number of calls 
for that time of year.”

“There is no doubt that the pandemic has had a negative impact on the wellbeing 
and mental health of many school leaders.”

John Brady and Gemma De Havilland

COUNSELLING 
SESSIONS 
OVER THE 

SUMMER PERIOD

WE HAVE PROVIDED 
MORE THAN

600
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(when schools were planning for full opening in 
September). Counselling enquiries then remained 
consistent with previous years but increased again as 
the second wave took hold.

Making a difference
The new services have received very positive feedback. 
“More than 98 per cent of those who have used our 
counselling service would recommend it to others, and 
our podcasts and classes get thousands of hits every 
week, says John. “Feedback from a client who had had a 
private mindfulness session stressed how each different 
technique our practitioner used had really helped. 
The client said, ‘She has a very calming voice and 
genuinely loves her job; always willing to listen no 
matter what the time is. She helped me realise that I am 
as good as everyone else, in my own individual way.’”

“What has also made our services so effective and 
well-loved by our clients is not just the competency of all 
our practitioners delivering them but also their passion 
to really make a difference to people’s lives. One of our 
team took a call one morning at 9:40am from a lady who 
was in great distress. By 12 noon, she was being helped 
by one of our counsellors. We have provided more than 
600 counselling sessions over the summer period free 
of charge to school staff who are covered under the 
school’s insurance policy. That is what makes us proud: 
to be able to see the impact our services have on the 
front-line school staff, making a difference to each 
individual who contacts us for support.” 

There are other organisations in the market 
providing staff wellbeing services, so ISBL 
recommends you thoroughly research the market 
before committing to any offering.

1 www.theguardian.com/education/ 
2019/nov/10/stressed-teachers-at-
breaking-point-says-report

2 https://schooladvice.co.uk/national- 
wellbeing-partnership/?filter=all

Information about Schools Advisory 
Service’s wellbeing packages can be 
found at: https://schooladvice.co.uk/
whole-school-wellbeingInfo

“The pandemic has taught everyone that health 
and wellbeing is the number-one priority.”

Schools Advisory Service also launched the 
National Wellbeing Partnership2 in 2020, which 
comprises a group of independent and unrelated 
individuals/businesses and charities who have 
demonstrated impact in meeting the wellbeing 
needs of staff and pupils in schools across the UK.

The expert support available within the 
partnership is accessible to schools who want to 
build their own whole-school wellbeing strategy 
and includes advice and support hotlines, clinical 
experts, charities, psychologists, speakers, 
authors, trainers, and leadership and governance 
organisations, many of whom are also involved in 
research and development.

It is intended as a point of reference for those 
schools wanting to make a difference to wellbeing 
in their school context. All Schools Advisory Service 
clients get exclusive discounts from the partners, 
and Schools Advisory Service also contributes up 
to £1,000 towards the costs of the services required 
by its clients to help improve and build upon the 
wellbeing culture of their school.

The new wellbeing services, which are all 
provided by experts in their field, include:
• live mindfulness classes
• live hypnosis classes
• a four-week, NHS-approved 

mindfulness programme
• leadership coaching
• free one-hour HR advice
• Thrive: guided cognitive behavioural therapy, 

breathing, relaxation and meditation exercises
• EGYM: an at-home exercise and 

fitness programme
• Ask Ed: access to a personal trainer
• Carnegie-accredited wellbeing school 

governor e-module
• Carnegie School mental health 

wellbeing award
• weekly live relaxation room classes
• wellbeing podcasts, and
• virtual yoga sessions.
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David Allen, Schools Engagement Manager for the 
Department for Education’s Schools Commercial Team, 
discusses some of the support available when it comes 
to financial planning.
At this year’s ISBL (virtual) national conference, Baroness 
Berridge recognised the valuable work of school 
business professionals (SBPs), saying, “I want to say 
a huge thank you for how you have contributed to the 
response to this pandemic. We quite literally could not 
have done it without you.”

As SBPs emerge from a challenging period, thoughts 
turn to financial planning for the approaching financial 
years. Certainty is the basis on which many budgets 
and financial plans are formed, but this is something 
that has been impacted upon as a result of the current 

global pandemic. The skills of the most competent 
business professional have been tested, and thankfully, 
through the dedication of many organisations, the sector 
has the depth and professional capability to meet the 
tasks in hand. Whether it is at a national level through 
organisations such as ISBL or through the very strong 
local networks that exist across the country that are run 
by the sector for the sector, professional peer-to-peer 
help and support is at hand.

The Department for Education (DfE) is supportive 
of, and works closely with, many of these networks. 

David Allen

PLANNING AHEAD
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Recently, we were able to launch the National Network of 
Special Schools for SBPs with our partner organisation, 
Schools North East. This has been well received across 
the profession and provides a platform for those working 
in special schools to share practice and expertise. If you 
are new to the profession, or the school’s local area, 
and need help finding a network, you can find a suitable 
group on the DfE’s Network Directory1 on GOV.UK or the 
ISBL website.

Leaders of local groups continue to be invited to the 
Schools Commercial Team’s half-termly network events, 
which have moved online. Leaders have appreciated this 
chance to connect, and there has been useful discussion 
across a number of topical areas, such as PPE supplies.

Financial focus
The Department’s focus continues to be on supporting 
the ever-growing capability in the sector, and the 
school resource management adviser programme is 
one example of where we have been able to utilise the 
expertise developed by practitioners to support the 
wider sector. This collaborative exercise has delivered 
savings across the system in more than 72 trusts, but, 
more importantly, it has been responsive to supporting 
some of the significant challenges in the last 12 months 
as a result of COVID-19. In some schools, this has 
included taking on the role of an SBP to complete critical 
financial functions.

The Department is also committed to running more 
short training courses in areas such as integrated 
curriculum financial planning (ICFP), procurement 
and benchmarking, building on the success of our 
introduction to ICFP training. So please look out for 
these opportunities and make the most of them. They are 
free and a great chance to give your senior leadership 
team and governors or trustees additional insight in 
these areas.

To support budgeting, we have strengthened the 
financial benchmarking tools available and simplified 
them into just two tools, both of which can be found 
on GOV.UK. The first is the Schools Financial 
Benchmarking service,2 which is public-facing so that 
you, your governors, teachers and parents can see and 
compare spending with other schools. This also features 
the self-assessment dashboard and highest progress 
comparison charts.

The second is the View My Financial Insights tool,3 
which is currently only for academies but will be made 
available for local authority-maintained schools soon. 
This tool is password-protected so only you and those 
in your school or trust can see the data, meaning you can 
view more tailored information. For example, the tool 
gives you a prioritised list of areas to investigate based 
on comparisons with 30 similar schools. It then matches 
the data with relevant guidance and resources, allowing 
you to deepen your understanding. A new feature of this 
tool also helps you calculate key ICFP metrics based on 
your data.

Procurement options
We know from research that procurement is normally a 
small part of the typical SBP’s role, but recent events have 
probably demanded more time allocated to procurement, 
managing contracts and dealing with new suppliers. 

We continue to listen to your concerns and provide a 
range of DfE-approved frameworks4 that all schools can 
use with confidence, helping them make great savings 
in non-staff-spend categories. For example, we have 
seen the introduction of our heating and renewables 
framework with Fusion21 and the launch of a framework 
for purchasing school furniture.

Finally, the regional buying hubs continue to support 
schools and trusts in the north west and south west and 
the service available from these hubs was expanded to 
support all schools within the regions. 

PROCUREMENT

“Certainty is the basis on which many budgets 
and financial plans are formed, but this is 
something that has been impacted upon as a 
result of the current global pandemic.”

1 www.gov.uk/government/publications/job-or-create-a-
network-for-school-business-professionals/school-business-
professional-networks-directory

2 https://schools-financial-benchmarking.service.gov.uk
3 www.gov.uk/government/publications/academy-trusts-view-

my-financial-insights
4 All DfE-approved frameworks can be located at: www.gov.uk/

guidance/buying-for-schoolsInfo

All DfE-approved frameworks can be located at: 
www.gov.uk/guidance/buying-for-schools. These tools 
and resources will help you make the most of your 
resources, even during times of such uncertainty, so 
that you can continue delivering the best outcomes for 
your pupils by making every pound count.
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IS BIGGER ALWAYS BETTER?
As schools tackle the financial effects of not only the 
ongoing pandemic but continued government strategies, 
cuts and pressures, Nicky Gillhespy, Chief Operating Officer 
at the LEO Academy Trust, discusses how running a trust or 
collaborating with other schools can bring about savings 
and efficiencies.

Nicky Gillhespy
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Having been a school business professional (SBP) for 
29 years, and a NASBM Trustee and NAHT National 
Executive School Business Leader, Nicky Gillhespy 
is more than experienced in balancing budgets and 
creating financial efficiencies. Her current role includes 
overseeing the operations for the six primary schools 
that comprise the LEO Academy Trust, which has 
approximately 3,500 pupils and 400 staff.

Centralising business functions to make savings 
has always played a big part in the financial side of 
Nicky’s roles, as she explains. “As an SBP, I have always 
endeavoured to make savings wherever possible 
without compromising on quality or standards, whether 
in my current Chief Operating Officer (COO) role or in 
previous positions for primary schools.

“Centralising services enables time savings as well 
as getting better prices. Within a trust, it also enables 
harmonisation across all the schools, ensuring pupils 
and staff receive the best quality services or goods 
whichever school they attend. In 2018, the LEO Trust 
Board made a strategic decision to centralise business 
functions, and since September 2019, the majority of 
finance functions – for example procurement of goods 
and services, invoicing and budget monitoring – have 
been carried out centrally.

“We also created a centrally run in-house catering 
service, called Leo Catering, during the 2018/19 school 
year, moving away from the mixture of in-house and 
external contracts that were previously operating 
across the Trust. This central service created 28 per cent 
savings on food costs in the first year of operating – 
that’s in the region of £8,000 per school. On the back 
of its success, we now offer our catering service and 
related procurement savings to other schools, who 
can buy into our set-up at a very reasonable cost. 
The more schools that join, the higher the savings we 
can all achieve together.”

This is all very impressive, and it has taken a lot of 
hard work and determination to succeed. Even more 
impressive is the fact that Nicky project-managed the 
Trust’s management information system (MIS) move 
over to a cloud-based one while lockdown and the 
stresses it created happened around her. “We were 
fortunate that we were able to proceed with moving 
to the new cloud-based system while the country 
locked down because a lot of business just stopped,” 
continues Nicky. “Having the new MIS was certainly 
a game changer for us because all staff could access it 
from home. That wouldn’t have been possible if we had 
stayed with our previous system, so it certainly made 
a difference to the way the school operated remotely.

“The move has saved each school approximately 
£10,000 in necessary server upgrades, and, on top of 
that, many functions that we used to pay for separately – 
for example online payments, parents’ evening bookings 
and our parent app – are now included. The annual fee 
for the cloud-based MIS is a few thousand pounds less per 
school than we were paying previously, so add that on to 
the savings already mentioned, and they really mount up.”

The power within
You don’t have to be part of a trust, however, to benefit 
from cost-saving activities such as those Nicky has 
described. Collaborating with other local schools on the 
procurement of services and goods, and sharing ideas 
and thoughts with fellow SBPs, can create many benefits 
for staff and pupils alike, as Nicky explains.

“When I was a school business manager (SBM) in a 
maintained school, I worked with a group of local SBMs 
to move away from the local authority (LA) payroll and 
HR provision and established group-wide contracts for 
premises maintenance, energy procurement and printing 
services. At the time, there was resistance from the LA 
to our move, but I think working as a group gave all of 
us the confidence to see it through. Ultimately, saving 
thousands of pounds for the schools and getting a better 
service proved that it was the right thing to do.” 

“Centralising services enables time savings as well as getting better prices.”

“Collaborating with other local 
schools can bring about many 
benefits for staff and pupils alike.”

Info

1 https://archive.acas.org.uk/performancemanagement

2 www.ascl.org.uk/Help-and-Advice/Leadership-and-
governance/Health,-safety-and-safeguarding/Coronavirus-
essential-information/Coronavirus-FAQs/Staff-management- 
recruitment-and-retention-FAQs

Top tips
to cut your costs
Nicky’s main pieces of advice for fellow SBPs are:

1 don’t be afraid. If something you try doesn’t 
work out, just accept it, admit it and move on. 
Not all savings are initially financial savings, and 
quality is always better than just going with the 
absolute cheapest – although sometimes it is 
worth trying out the cheap version

2 ask other SBPs for any tips and to point out any 
pitfalls too. Twitter and SBL Connect are free 
resources available to all, and local SBP groups 
bring together people you may not meet 
otherwise, and

3 speak to the experts. If and when we attend 
conferences again, make sure you allow time to 
speak to the experts on the exhibition stands. 
I have met some fantastic companies and 
people that way.
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MANAGING YOUR RISK 
ASSESSMENTS
The constantly changing guidance around the COVID-19 
pandemic means that risk assessments have to be reviewed 
regularly to ensure the safety of staff and students. 
Andy Large, General Manager at Envex Health, Safety and 
Risk Consultants, provides some practical guidance on how 
to manage risk assessments to meet statutory requirements.
As the pandemic continues, schools are playing their 
part in managing the spread of infections by having risk 
assessments in place that look at cleaning and hygiene, 
managing social distancing, school transport, incidents 
and emergencies, and staffing issues, with the aim of 
reducing the risk of transmission of the virus whilst still 
providing education to pupils. Done correctly, the risk 
assessments will help you identify any significant issues 
that face your staff, students and visitors and help your 
organisation focus on important controls.

However, it is not just the effect of coronavirus on 
schools that needs risk-assessing: health and safety 

in general must be assessed to ensure that the school 
premises provide a healthy and safe place for all who 
use them, including staff, students and visitors.

Staff awareness
As a school business professional (SBP), you will have a 
good understanding of the basic statutory requirements 
of a risk assessment and the options on style and content 
for completing one. You should also understand the 
concept of ‘competence’ and ‘suitable and sufficient’; in 
other words, those things that mean the risk-assessment 
exercise has been effective. 

Andrew Large
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As a duty-holder, your knowledge should be up to 
date, but what about that of the rest of the school staff?

You don’t necessarily have to show risk assessments 
to staff members, but you must, by law, provide them 
with comprehensible and relevant information on:
• the risks to their health and safety identified by the 

assessment, and
• the preventive and protective measures in place.

This information could be provided in other ways, for 
example as standard operating procedures or through 
training or toolbox talks. However, assuming you want 
the risk assessment to act as a one-stop document to 
meet all your needs, the following points make it usable.
• Use appropriate language: avoid jargon unless the end 

user is familiar with it.
• Provide users with some documented training so they 

can navigate and understand a risk assessment, in a 
form that takes account of any language difficulties 
or disabilities. This is an important element in 
demonstrating compliance should something go wrong.

• Don’t issue it until it is ready: a risk assessment can 
often identify issues that need to be resolved, so 
these should be accepted and closed out and the risk 
assessment revised before being issued to employees. 
You can write a risk assessment as an instructional 

document, assuming all the controls will be in place, 
but you need to manage that effectively. Ideally, 
by the time an employee sees an assessment, there 
should never be anything that states ‘further controls 
required’ (the caveat being if that employee is given 
the task of making the changes).

There are two ways of making risk assessments accessible 
to staff: either paper versions printed and put into a file or 
electronic ones stored on a server. Best practice would be 
to hold copies electronically and to manage updates using 
a document-control process and electronic signatures, 
with an email sent out for notification purposes. Ideally, 
you will ask recipients to document that they have seen 
and understand the amendments statement.

Sending revisions out with a summary of significant 
amendments will increase the chances of the recipients 
taking on the revisions, but that can be onerous. 
Posting notifications on noticeboards or listing them in 
H&S committee minutes are also ways of showing due 
diligence. In some cases, more robust measures such as 
summarising changes on INSET days or at staff meetings 
might be required to ensure understanding has been 
reached. Ultimately, compliance is determined through 
talking to people, inspections and audit.

Reviewing risk assessments
The guidance states that you must review the controls 
you have put in place to make sure they are working, 
and I advise reviewing new risk assessments within 
the first six months to check new controls have been 
implemented and are effective. After that, the following 
issues should trigger a review:
• staff reporting problems, any accidents or near misses 

or a major change in statutory guidance, indicating the 
controls may no longer be effective, and

• changes in the workplace such as staff changes 
(competence or vulnerabilities or capacity), 
a new process, or changes to the substances or 
equipment used.

One of the most practical ways of managing reviews is 
to have a review section at the end of the assessment 
that documents ‘date of last review’ and ‘significant 
changes to assessment’. You can add several rows in that 
section so that the assessment can be updated several 
times. If nothing has changed, it is easy enough to 
document ‘general review – no changes to assessment’. 
If something has changed, then a simple note such as 
‘revisions made on the type of PPE required’ will suffice.

In the absence of a specific trigger, a backstop date is 
often useful, and this period is determined by the level 
of residual risk. High risks obviously have to be dealt 
with as soon as they arise, but ‘medium’ risks should 
be reviewed annually and ‘low’ risks every two to three 
years depending on experience (start at two years, and 
if nothing has changed after a couple of reviews, you can 
push the next one back to three). 

“Health and safety must be assessed to ensure 
that the school premises provide a healthy and 
safe place for all.”

Risk assessments can be seen as a barrier to just 
getting on with school activities, but if carried 
out properly, communicated appropriately, and 
viewed positively by everyone, they show that 
your school is carrying out its duty of care.
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Even the smallest school will deal with hundreds of people on a regular 
basis -- parents, students, business contractors, suppliers, community 
representatives, facilities users and many more. It’s easy to think of 
these as one-off transactions, but, managed correctly, they are actually 
opportunities to build up long-term relationships. Marketing Advice for 
Schools’ founder Simon Hepburn talks about the importance of creating 
and maintaining stakeholder relationships.
Good long-term relationships with these ‘stakeholders’ 
can help you with your business goals. For example, a 
good reputation for your school in your community will 
help student recruitment, and contractors who know 
they are valued will offer discounts and recommend 
trusted partners. Good relationships are also vital when 
there are problems such as the COVID pandemic because 
you will be seen as a trusted source of information in a 
world of rumour and ‘fake news’ and be able to call on 
their goodwill.

The challenge, of course, is finding and spending time 
on the relationships that matter.

Building relationships
It’s important to start by working out who matters most 
to the future of your school by considering your school’s 
future plan, its organisational objectives, and who is 
required to deliver these.

You may find that there are fewer targets than you 
initially thought. For example, schools looking to hire 
out new sporting facilities will often find that identifying 
a small number of local clubs and approaching them 
through a more personal approach will be better than, for 
example, buying advertising space in a local newspaper. 

MAINTAINING GOOD 
RELATIONSHIPS WITH 
STAKEHOLDERS

Simon Hepburn
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Then, spend some time learning about them through 
one-to-one conversations, focus groups or surveys. You 
need to find out what they need from your school and 
how/what else they can contribute to the school. Taking 
the example above, if you have a number of sports clubs 
already using your facilities, you could discuss helping 
them recruit new members from your school community, 
and perhaps in return, they could offer coaching to 
children in your school.

While you’re doing this research, also talk to your 
contacts about how best to contact people like them. 
In my experience, it’s interesting how many parents, for 
example, don’t respond well to emails (something that is 
much more natural to those working in schools), but will 
be happy to join WhatsApp groups to provide feedback 
or follow the school on social media to keep up with the 
latest news.

At this stage, you can then create a strategic plan for 
managing these relationships. Set a vision and goals – 
what will you achieve and how will you know that you 
have achieved it? For example, one school I worked 
with recently was looking to improve its relations with 
local businesses. It set a vision for the type of mutually 
beneficial relationships it wanted to achieve as well as 
targets for the number of work experience placements it 
aimed to achieve.

Telling your story
I then recommend that you think about telling the 
stakeholders stories that will resonate with them and ask 
your school for the time and resources to do this effectively. 
Using the examples above, you could tell the story about 
how you helped the sports club grow or how previous 
students learned from work placements and have gone on 
to work for the companies that offered the placements.

You can tell these stories in a number of ways, 
but video is increasingly popular as Nadir Farrell, 

Communications Manager at St Paul’s Catholic School 
in Milton Keynes, explains. “We wanted to produce 
something that captured the essence and heart of 
our school. What sets us apart is the care each and 
every pupil gets and the strong sense of community. 
We’ve been using the video1 on our website and social 
media feeds and sharing it with other key stakeholders. 
We’ve had a great response so far.”

As well as using school websites and social media, it’s 
great to see that St Paul’s sent the videos directly to key 
stakeholders. Within two weeks of sharing the video, it 
had been watched almost 3,000 times on YouTube alone.

It’s also worth taking the time to identify people in your 
school who already have good relationships with key 
stakeholders and asking them to pass on these stories. 
For example, you might have a governor who is heavily 
involved in the local business community, teachers who 
run voluntary organisations such as scout groups, or 
parents who are heavily involved in faith communities or 
have children at nurseries you want to recruit pupils from.

This ‘word-of-mouth’ approach is often seen as 
something that isn’t under the control of schools, but it is 
surprising how effective it can be when you take time to 
supply materials on a regular basis.

As your relationships and networks grow, you need 
to manage them. What might have started as a simple 
list of potential partners will now require a spreadsheet 
or specialist database to manage it. However, this will 
allow you to measure progress over time and the impact 
of your work. Furthermore, it’s vital that you do this to 
demonstrate the value of your work to senior colleagues 
and governors or trustees. 

“It’s important to work out who matters most 
to the future of your school by considering your 
school’s future plan.”

If you would like to explore how to develop 
relationships with your stakeholders, consider 
booking an ISBL Marketing Workshop for your 
school, multi-academy trust, or local group. Find 
out more here at https://isbl.org.uk/Training/
Training-courses/Marketing-workshop.aspx

Info 1 www.youtube.com/watch?v= 
skF3vjbujvg






